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Abstract 
 How Lesbian and Gay K-12 Public School Administrators Transform Themselves Into 
Out, Proud School Leaders 
Todd B. Brown 
Vera Lee, Ed.D.  
 
 
To examine the experiences of out lesbian and gay (LG) administrators, this study was 
conducted to examine the factors and circumstances that support administrators in being 
openly LG at work, the benefits and drawbacks of being out at work, the ways in which 
being out is enacted in the workplace, and the impact that being out has both on the 
administrator and on the organization. Though many lesbian and gay (LG) public school 
administrators choose to remain closeted at work, some choose to come out.  This 
qualitative study collected data from multiple semi-structured interviews with LG 
administrators from across the U.S., researcher field notes, participants’ written 
reflections, and artifacts such as school district non-discrimination policies. The data 
demonstrate that district-level, LG-inclusive non-discrimination policies had the greatest 
impact on participants’ sense of workplace protection. Additional findings include 
variations in how participants enact their LG identity, a history of working with 
historically marginalized student groups, and a strong belief among participants that 
being out at work had positive effects on themselves and on their schools and school 
systems. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 
Introduction to the Problem 
 Despite heightened awareness of lesbian and gay (LG) issues in the United States 
of America, LG persons and their concerns often remain largely invisible or unexamined 
in K-12 public school settings, especially at the administrative level (Blount, 2000). 
Though Griffin and Ouellett (2003) observed that research on LG students emerged in the 
1980s, and Fraynd and Capper (2003) noted that a number of studies have been 
conducted on LG teachers since the 1990s, Blount (2000) and Fraynd and Capper (2003) 
have found that peer-reviewed studies of the lived experiences of LG school 
administrators have been less extensive. Indeed, Capper (1999) noted that as of 1999 no 
published, peer-reviewed studies of LG public school administrators could be found in 
the U.S. Since that time, however, a small but growing body of research has begun to 
illuminate the stories of LG public school administrators. For example, researchers who 
have conducted peer-reviewed studies that focused on the changing demographics and 
cultural diversity in today’s schools have argued that LG school leaders have are much 
needed (Capper et al., 2006;  DeJean, 2007; Straut & Sapon-Shevin, 2002). Moreover,  
other researchers have suggested that LG school leaders possess unique skill sets that 
support the development of positive school climates (Brenner, Lyons, & Fassinger, 2010; 
Coon, 2001; Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Hernandez, 2009; Tooms, Lugg, & Bogotch, 2010). 
In addition, three studies on LG school administrators have shown that those who are out 
as opposed to closeted experience higher job satisfaction, stronger organizational loyalty, 
and an ability to redirect energy that was once focused on controlling disclosure of their 
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sexual orientation (DeJean, 2007; Gilmore, Rose, & Rubinstein,  2011; Hernandez, 
2009).  
Despite a growing body of research, the personal and professional experiences of 
LG school administrators are still largely undocumented and unexamined. To date,  
though I have located one dissertation study comprised entirely of lesbian participants 
(Grigsby, 2010), I have found no published, peer-reviewed studies that focused 
exclusively on out LG administrators in public school settings, where more than 88% of 
U.S. children attend school (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). In addition, as 
deLeon and Brunner (2012) asserted, most LG administrators choose to remain closeted 
because of fear of discrimination and job loss. Moreover, as Riggle, Whitman, Olson, 
Rostosky, and Strong (2008) found, most studies of LG persons have focused on negative 
repercussions rather than the positive aspects of being LG. However, some LG 
administrators do come out and establish or maintain successful careers in school 
leadership. To date, however, there have been no published, peer-reviewed studies that 
have documented how out LG K-12 public school administrators describe their lived 
professional experiences and the circumstances that support their workplace outness. This 
study will fill that gap and will serve as a basis for describing best practices for schools 
and school systems to support LG school administrators. Therefore, because  existing 
research shows that LG administrators may play a unique role in schools and also benefit 
from working in environments where they feel comfortable being out, I conducted a 
narrative study to examine the experiences of out LG public school administrators and to 
suggest areas for employer best practices and future research.  
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Statement of the Problem  
 LG K-12 school administrators report greater job satisfaction when they disclose 
their sexual identity at work and can positively influence school climate for staff and 
students, but most LG school leaders feel they must remain closeted, and the supports 
that would assist them in being out at work have not been sufficiently examined.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
 Emerging research suggests that out lesbian and gay school administrators bring 
unique strengths and talents to their workplaces. Yet, such persons are a traditionally 
marginalized group, often live in fear of discrimination and job loss, and in many cases 
remain in the closet (deLeon & Brunner, 2012). Historical factors such as discrimination, 
rigid enforcement of gender roles, and the belief that school administrators should 
exemplify and enforce social heteronormativity have conspired to keep most LG school 
leaders either closeted or largely invisible (Blount, 2000, 2003; deLeon & Brunner, 2012; 
Fassinger, Shullman, & Stevenson, 2010; Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Lugg, 2003a; 
Rottman, 2006; Straut & Sapon-Shevin, 2002).  Existing research focuses largely on 
issues such as fear of exposure (deLeon & Brunner, 2012), identity management (Fraynd 
& Capper, 2003; Grigsby, 2010; Hernandez, 2009; Lugg & Tooms, 2010; Tooms, 2007), 
and discrimination or other negative consequences (Irwin, 2002; Riggle et al., 2008).  
Indeed, common patterns identified in the literature thus far include a desire to be seen as 
a complex person rather than merely the “gay principal” or the “lesbian superintendent” 
(Hernandez, 2009; Grigsby, 2010), a sense of needing to outperform others as a means of 
compensating for what might be viewed as a flaw (Jones-Redmond, 2007), and 
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experiences of physical and verbal harassment, jokes, derision, and defacing of personal 
property (Irwin, 2002). 
 As studies of LG educators have begun to emerge, common threads in their 
experiences have already appeared. For example, Jackson (2006) found that factors such 
as race, relationship status, and degree of conformity to heterosexual norms influenced 
teachers’ being out at school, while Connell (2012) found that legal statutes and human 
resource policy had mixed effects on workplace outness among teachers. Grigsby (2010) 
found that among a group of administrators who identified as being “out at work,” the 
meaning of that phrase was not uniform across study participants. The study contained 
herein will add to and expand upon  the current body of literature by highlighting the 
stories of out LG administrators—as opposed to teachers or closeted administrators-- and 
examining commonalities in their paths to leadership and in their present work and 
personal experiences. 
 In terms of practice, this study aims to identify the supports that enable LG 
administrators to be out at work.  Prior research  posits that the presence of out LG 
administrators  benefits  the school community as a whole and  the administrators 
themselves.  According to Fontaine (1997), as many as 30% of U.S. school students are 
affected by LG issues in some way (Fontaine, 1997). Such students may be lesbian or gay 
themselves, or they may have friends or family members who are. Having positive LG 
role models at school can be beneficial to these students and others (McCart, 1994), and 
evidence suggests that the presence of openly LG school staff may lead to better school 
experiences for LG youth . (Kosciw, Greytak, Bartkiewicz, Boesen, & Palmer, 2012).  
5 
 
 In addition, chronicling the stories of out LG administrators may demonstrate the 
benefits of being out at work and serve as an inspiration for those who have not yet come 
out. Hernandez (2009) and McCart (1994) both reported a generally positive reaction 
from colleagues after coming out at work, as did many of the participants in Grigsby’s 
(2010) study. Even among administrators who are closeted, many report that being out at 
work would be personally beneficial because they would no longer have to manage their 
identity at work and could instead redirect their attention to other aspects of their careers 
(Jones-Redmond, 2007).  
 Such findings in the public sector are supported by research in the private sector. 
Brenner et al. (2010) found, for example, that organizations with lower heterosexist 
climates allowed lesbian and gay employees to focus more energy on positive 
organizational behavior instead of identity management. Muñoz and Thomas (2006) 
found that private corporations are increasingly framing positive workplace climates for 
LG employees as being good for business. Further, Snyder (2006) found that LG 
corporate leaders possessed unique skills sets that enabled them to lead their 
organizations successfully.  
Research Questions 
 1. What factors and circumstances do out LG public school administrators 
identify as supporting their workplace outness? 
2.  How do the participants enact and describe being out at work? 
3.  What do participants cite as the benefits and drawbacks of being out at work?  
4. How do participants describe the impact—both on themselves and on their 
organizations—of their being out at work? 
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Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stances and Experiential Bases 
 As I approach this study, I do so with a very personal investment in it. I myself 
am an out gay school administrator. Prior to moving into administration, I worked as a 
classroom teacher, and I was out for most of that portion of my career as well. A number 
of factors contributed my coming out at work, some of which were supportive family, 
friends, colleagues, and supervisors; networking with other lesbian and gay educators; 
being active for many years in a teachers’ union; and the enactment of local and state 
statutes prohibiting workplace discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. My own 
experience also tells me that there is something inherently good about being out at work, 
as I think I would be less effective professionally and less healthy emotionally if I were 
closeted. My experience has also taught me that despite huge progress, LG persons and 
issues are largely overlooked in public school systems. I approach this study with a desire 
to promote awareness and dialogue around the opportunities and the barriers for LG 
persons working in public education. 
Conceptual Framework 
 The conceptual framework for the study derives from a number of theoretical 
underpinnings as well as several common threads running through current research on 
LG issues in education and in leadership, both in public and private sectors. The major 
theoretical foundations of the study were LG studies, queer theory, multicultural 
education, and intersectionality. While no theory or set of theories can capture the 
fullness of the phenomenon of identity construction and enact, these four theories provide 
much insight into the formation of LG identity and its impact on both individuals and 
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institutions. These four theories are described below. The literature strands, which are 
described in Chapter 2, have mostly emerged in the past two decades as research has 
emerged on the intersections of teaching, schooling, education leadership, and sexual 
orientation. Table 1 below illustrates the study’s conceptual framework. 
 
Table 1 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Theoretical foundations Literature strands 
 LG studies 
 Queer theory 
 Multicultural education 
 Intersectionality 
 The gendering of the education 
profession 
 School systems and school leaders 
as exemplars and enforcers of 
sexual and gender norms 
 Commonalities among LG teachers 
 Commonalities among LG 
administrators 
 The impact of the closet for LG 
leaders 
 Lessons learned from the private 
sector 
 
 
 
 Minton (1992) cites several key events as being critical to creating an atmosphere 
in which LG studies could emerge, namely the sexual behavior studies of the mid-20th 
century, the early “homophile” movements of the 1950s and 1960s, the Stonewall riots, 
LG liberation movements of the 1970s, and increased political and social activism during 
the early years of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s. In addition, Minton (1992) cites the 
teaching of LG literature courses, as having led to the development of LG studies 
programs in many universities.   
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 Goldstein (1994) situates the emergence of LG studies within the same context as 
the development of women’s studies, African-American studies, Asian American studies, 
and Latino/a studies at many American universities. Penn and Irvine (1995), like Minton 
(1992) also note the shift from medical models of homosexuality in the early 20th century 
toward sexuality as a social phenomenon in supporting the development of LG studies as 
field of study. Penn and Irvine (1995) go on to describe how more recent work in LG 
studies attempts to identify and describe the process of LG identity formation in various 
settings. Though my study is not focused on identity formation per se, this aspect of LG 
studies yields insight into the unique set of circumstances that may impact LG persons in 
any given context, including school administration.  
Abelove, Barale, and Halperin (1993) compare LG studies to women’s studies. 
That is, LG studies is not necessarily about or conducted by LG persons. Rather, it seeks 
to place sexual orientation into a category of analysis and understanding. Abelove et al. 
(1993) also assert that LG studies, is based on the fight for the sexual and personal 
freedom of LG persons as well as opposition to homophobia and heterosexism. Weeks 
(2000) identifies several key components of LG studies: the need to recognize sexual 
orientation differences throughout society; the need for justice for LG persons; the impact 
of heteronormative systems on LG persons; validating LG persons’ life choices and 
questioning the systems of heterosexual privilege that attempt to suppress them; and the 
development of a worldview that includes LG perspectives.  
Queer theory also underpins this study. Kumashiro (2000) defines “queer” as 
“gay, lesbian, bisexual, two-spirited, transgendered, intersexed, or in other ways different 
because of one’s sexual identity or sexual orientation” (p. 9). Kumashiro (2000) goes on 
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to assert that queers are arguably the most hated group in America and that they are 
subject to discrimination in numerous arenas, including schools, where multiple forms of 
discrimination often exist and interact. Kumashiro (2000) also notes the importance of 
challenging heteronormativity in education, citing a belief that homophobia and 
heterosexism often go unaddressed in school settings. Nagel (2000) also emphasizes the 
use of the term “queer” when confronting heternormativity, as the term challenges 
notions of enforced heterosexuality in social institutions such as schools. Nagel (2000) 
further believes that a process of “queering” will expose the assumptions and 
underpinnings of social institutions and help analyze and deconstruct the heteronormative 
nature of social interactions.  
 A third theoretical framework that underlies the study is that of multicultural 
education. As described by Banks (2013), an important aspect of multicultural education 
is that it seeks to change schools and school systems so that persons from all backgrounds 
will have the opportunity to learn and succeed. Mayo (2013) notes that there are many 
parallels between LG rights movements and multiculturalism. In particular, the struggle 
for LG rights has often mirrored the civil rights struggles for persons of color. Mayo 
(2013) goes on to note that “schools, like the rest of the world, are structured by 
heterosexism” (p. 216) and that combating homophobia and heterosexism are part of 
school administrators’ responsibilities. My study will, in part, seek to examine how an 
out LG administrator may play a unique role in supporting LG equality in her or his 
workplace. 
 Mayo (2013) points out, however, that multicultural education has not always 
been an inclusive framework for LG issues “because sexuality is a potentially 
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controversial topic” (p. 209). Mayo (2013) goes on to argue, however, that multicultural 
education should include LG issues to ensure that both schools and multicultural 
education itself are mindful of the needs of LG persons in schools. Asher (2007) has also 
conceded that multicultural education has historically ignored issues related to minority 
sexuality but argues that multicultural education should in fact address these issues so 
that schools can become environments in which LG persons need not remain silent about 
their orientation, students and staff can become aware of sexual diversity in their midst, 
and diversity can be supported. Mathison (1998), too, acknowledges that multicultural 
education ignored LG concerns for too long, but also argues that LG persons deserve 
attention and support in any model of multicultural education. And, perhaps most 
notably, Kumashiro, the current president of the National Association of Multicultural 
Education, argues that heterosexism is one of the major categories of oppression that 
schools must work to overcome (2000).  
 A final conceptual strand that underlies this study is the notion of 
intersectionality. That is, the study recognizes that constructed notions of sexuality, 
gender, race, and social class may intersect in various ways to inform the experience of 
any given LG school administrator. Kumashiro (2000) has noted the connection between 
queer studies and feminist research, asserting that both share a commitment to combating 
oppression and avoiding detachment from participants in a study. Grogan (1999) 
observes that knowledge about women administrators is limited because of lack of 
research as well as women’s underrepresentation in the field. However, Grogan (1999) 
also notes that some data have been gleaned regarding the leadership styles of women 
administrators of color. These data show that, far from being a monolithic group, women 
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administrators of color have a wide range of leadership styles that is as diverse as their 
cultural backgrounds.  
 In terms of existing literature, several thematic strands have emerged from 
preeminent scholars in the field of school leadership and sexual orientation. Multiple 
studies (Blount, 2000, 2003; Lugg, 2003b; Lugg & Tooms, 2010) have focused on the 
gendering of the education profession; the historical barriers faced by lesbian and gay 
school administrators; ; the gendered nature of school administration; and the role of 
administrators as both exemplars and enforcers of  heterosexual gender performance 
norms. Moreover, several studies (Lugg & Tooms, 2010; Tooms, 2007) have pointed to 
LG administrators’ perception that they must pass as heterosexual in order to maintain 
the security of their jobs. Finally, a growing body of literature, particularly focused on the 
private sector, has indicated that LG organizational leaders not only benefit from being 
out at work but that they may bring unique skill sets to their organizations (Fassinger et 
al., 2006; Snyder, 2006).    
Definition of Terms 
Administrator: Used in this study to refer to a public school employee whose title is 
principal, assistant/vice principal, supervisor, director, assistant superintendent, 
superintendent, chief executive officer, chief operating officer, or manager. An 
administrator is not part of a teacher bargaining unit and has the authority to evaluate the 
performance of other members of the school or district staff.  
Closet, closeted, in the closet: Refers to lesbian and gay persons who have not disclosed 
their sexuality to others. In this study, the term refers primarily to lesbian and gay school 
employees who have not disclosed their sexual identity at in their workplaces.  
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Gay: Used in this study to refer to a man whose primary sexual, affectional, and 
emotional attractions are to other men.  
Gender: Refers to the attitudes, feelings, and behaviors that a society associates with a 
biological sex (American Psychological Association, 2011).  
Gender expression: Refers to how a person communicates gender through action, dress, 
and behavior. Gender expression may or may not be consistent with normative gender 
roles or gender identity (American Psychological Association, 2011).  
Gender identity: Refers to a person’s sense of being male, female, or transgender 
(American Psychological Association, 2011).   
Heteronormativity: The enforcement of heterosexuality as the only acceptable form of 
sexual expression or orientation.  
Heterosexism: A belief that heterosexual persons and relationships are superior to 
homosexual persons and relationships, and/or a belief that all persons are or should be 
heterosexual. (Owens, 1998).  
Heterosexual, heterosexuality: Terms referring to persons whose primary sexual, 
affectional, and emotional attractions are to those of the opposite sex. 
Homophobia: Beliefs, words, and actions that demonstrate discrimination against 
homosexuals. (Owens, 1998).  
Homosexual, homosexuality: Terms referring to persons whose primary sexual, 
affectional, and emotional attractions are to those of the same sex.  
Internalized homophobia: The ways in which lesbian and gay persons have 
incorporated societal prejudice into their own psyches.  
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Lesbian: Used in this study as the primary terms to refer to a woman whose primary 
sexual, affectional, and emotional attractions are to other women.  
LG:  Used in this study as an acronym to avoid the cumbersome repetition of the entire 
expressions “lesbian and gay” or “lesbian or gay” 
Out, outness: Terms referring to lesbian and gay persons who have publicly disclosed 
their sexual identity. For this study, the term refers specifically to people who have 
disclosed their sexual identity at work.  
Public school: Any school funded by a local and/or state education agency. This term 
includes neighborhood and regional schools located within a public school district, 
charter schools, technical/vocational schools, and alternative schools that are funded and 
staffed by one or more public school districts. 
Public school district: A local educational agency with geographic boundaries and 
taxing authority as defined by applicable state statutes.  
Queer: A term used by some individuals whose sexual identity is not heterosexual. In 
this study, this term is used primarily in conjunction with “queer theory,” a branch of 
critical theory that applies a lesbian, gay, or otherwise non-heterosexual lens to examine 
social phenomena. (Pinar, 1998).  
Sex: Biological features that are used to identify a person as male or female, such as 
anatomy, physiology, or genetics. (Banks & Banks, 2013).  
Sexual orientation: Used to refer to a person’s sexual identity, behavior, or preference, 
e.g. lesbian, gay, or bisexual. (Owens, 1998). 
Straight: A common term to refer to persons who are heterosexual.  
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Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 
Assumptions 
 The commonalities among the participants’ experiences may mirror those of other 
similar studies. 
 The number of participants and the amount of data generated provide sufficient 
material for data analysis, discussion, and suggestions for practice. 
 The settings in which the participants work have some commonalities with 
schools in other areas, such as organizational structure, curricula, administrative 
roles and responsibilities, the presence of some degree of homophobia and 
heterosexism, and the presence or absence of policies to protect LG school staff. 
Limitations 
 While study data reveal commonalities, the study results are not generalizable to 
other settings. 
 The number of participants is small, though in keeping with the traditions of 
qualitative methods, the study is not intended to have wide generalizability. 
 The study will be conducted in one section of the country. 
 The demographics of the participants may not reflect the demographics of school 
administrators as a whole. 
Summary 
 This study, then, is a narrative, qualitative endeavor that seeks to identity the 
supports that enable lesbian and gay public school administrators working in K-12 
settings to be out at work. Weaving together ideas from multicultural education and queer 
theory, the study seeks to identify and examine circumstances that support workplace 
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outness. The study will present data gleaned from structured interviews with participants 
from across the U.S. While the nature of the study does not lend itself to generalization, it 
is meant to add to the literature regarding LG school administrators and to provide 
suggestions for practices that will support LG administrators’ outness in the workplace. 
My hope is that such practices will improve the well-being of public school staff and 
students alike. 
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 Within the past decade, a number of scholars, researchers, and business leaders 
have begun to examine the intersection of lesbian/gay (LG) identity and leadership. 
Though much current scholarship focuses on the business sector (Snyder, 2006; Colgan, 
Creegan, McKearney, & Wright, 2007), some researchers have offered analyses of 
lesbian and gay leadership within educational settings.  Indeed, many argue that LG 
school leaders are needed in today’s diverse school systems to serve the needs of the 
increasing number of children being raised by same-sex couples and to act as examples of 
openness and honesty for all students (Capper et al., 2006; DeJean, 2007; Straut & 
Sapon-Shevin, 2002). Moreover, LG school leaders may possess unique skill sets that 
will positively affect school climate (Brenner et al., 2010; Coon, 2001; Fraynd & Capper, 
2003; Hernandez, 2009; Tooms et al., 2010) and provide support to the estimated 30% of 
school students are personally affected by LG issues in some way (Fontaine, 1997).  
Despite growing research on the importance of LG issues, these topics are 
woefully neglected in both teacher preparation and education leadership programs. As 
noted by Straut and Sapon-Shevin (2002), college and university teacher preparation 
programs often perpetuate the notion of lesbian and gay invisibility.  Jennings (2012) 
examined 55 educational leadership programs in U.S. public universities and found that 
only 40.5% of them included sexual orientation as a topic in diversity awareness. Even 
among those programs that did include this topic, all institutions ranked it as a lower 
priority than issues such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status.  Interestingly, the 
presence of openly lesbian and gay faculty members had no impact on whether an 
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institution included sexual orientation (Jennings, 2012).  Also, Tooms and Alston (2006) 
found that only about 60% of persons in K-12 leadership preparation programs held 
positive perceptions of lesbians and gays, a finding that the researchers deemed far too 
low.  
 Given that LG leaders can positively affect school climate and that more children 
from families headed by lesbians and gay men are entering schools (Fontaine, 1997; 
Straut & Sapon-Shevin, 2002), and that up to 30% of school students are personally 
affected by LG issues (Fontaine, 1997), further investigation of the lived experiences of 
LG public school administrators is desperately needed. To that end, I conducted literature 
searches in data bases such as Pro Quest Libraries and Education Research Complete. I 
used Boolean phrases such as “gay AND lesbian AND school AND leader,” “gay AND 
lesbian AND school AND principal,” and “gay AND lesbian AND school AND 
superintendent,” lesbian AND teacher,” “lesbian AND principal,” and “lesbian AND 
superintendent.” These searches yielded numerous peer reviewed articles, dissertations, 
and trade books that explore the intersections of sexual identity, education, and 
leadership. A number of themes emerged and will be described below, namely: (1) the 
gendering of the education profession; (2) school systems and school leaders as arbiters 
and enforcers of gender and sexual norms; (3) commonalities among lesbian and gay 
teachers’ experiences; (4) commonalities among lesbian and gay administrators’ 
experiences; (5) the impact of the closet for LG leaders; and (6) lessons learned from the 
private and non-profit sectors. Because the literature reveals that most LG administrators 
have chosen to stay closeted, this literature review will point to the need for more 
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research on out LG school leaders. This literature review will explore these topics and 
will conclude with an analysis of the implications of the literature findings.  
The Gendering of the Education Profession 
 Anyone who has ever walked the halls of a public school, attended a school board 
meeting, or visited the offices of a school district might ask why so many of the teachers 
are  women while so many of the administrators are men. The fact that the teaching force 
is still comprised  of mostly  women and school administration is largely a men’s 
occupation is no accident. Indeed, the current reality stems from a number of historical 
factors dating back to the 1800s. It is also worth noting here that “gender” and “gender 
performance” are the favored terms in this study, since these terms refer to the expected 
presentations of persons as men or women. Given that the term “sex” and its corollary 
terms “male” and “female” refer to anatomy, these terms have few applications to the 
relevant literature and data presented in this study.   
According to Blount (1996, 2000), before the Civil War, teaching was primarily a 
men’s profession. The situation changed after the war when the burgeoning public school 
movement drove the demand for teachers so high that there were not enough men in the 
workforce to fill the positions. As a result, large numbers of single women entered the 
profession. Communities and local school boards considered such women to be ideal 
schoolteachers because boards believed they could be easily controlled and because they 
were typically willing to accept low wages. The phenomenon of teaching as a profession 
for single women persisted well into the 20th century. As late as 1920, 86% of women 
teachers were single (Blount, 1996).  
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In the late 1800s and early 1900s, as school systems became larger and more 
complex, local boards created superintendencies and other administrative positions. Some 
superintendencies were filled by single women, with some large districts such as New 
York City, Chicago, and Knoxville, TN, having women superintendents. In 1910, the 
percentage of women superintendents stood at approximately 9% (Blount, 1996, p. 321).  
Despite women superintendents occupying some high-profile positions, the local boards 
constructed school administration as a male-only profession. School administration 
became more remunerative and respected—and thus a “men’s” profession by the 
beginning of the 20th century (Lugg, 2003b). School boards framed the administrator-
teacher relationship in a similar fashion to prevailing notions of the husband-wife 
relationship. Thus, the  administrator, almost always a man, was expected to replicate the 
role of husband by acting as the manager of funds and the connection to the larger 
community, while the teacher, almost always a woman, was expected to replicate the role 
of wife by taking care of children and following the male administrator’s directives 
(Blount, 2003). 
As Blount (1996) noted, the demographics of school employment changed 
dramatically in the years leading up to and following World War II. Whereas the single  
woman schoolteacher was previously regarded as desirable, by the 1930s and 1940s the 
notion of the “spinster teacher” had taken on a negative connotation and was frequently 
conflated with lesbianism. Though in earlier eras it was thought that single  women 
teachers were desirable hires, the public began to see them as violating sexual and gender 
norms (Blount, 2006). During this period, a number of social science researchers 
published data purporting that as many as half of single women school employees had 
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engaged in same-sex relationships (Blount, 1996). These reports, coupled with the fact 
that several prominent women superintendents lived with women, drove public panic 
about widespread lesbian relationships among single women school employees. By the 
1940s, many school boards not only dropped prohibitions on women teachers marrying 
but also they actively encouraged the hiring of married women as school teachers. By 
1950, only 46% of women schoolteachers were single (Blount, 1996).The historically 
gendered nature of teaching and school administration laid the foundation for school  
administration as a sector dominated by men and set the stage for the mid-20th century 
view of administrators as examplars of heterosexual norms, as discussed in the next 
section.  
School Systems and School Leaders as Arbiters and Enforcers of Gender Norms 
Just as thegendering of school employment was constructed by prevailing societal 
norms, so too were the expected  gender expressions of teachers and school 
administrators. The persistent invisibility of lesbians and gay men within school systems 
has its roots in the expectations that were placed upon educators after World War II, 
namely that they would  typify traditional heterosexual norms in terms of marriage and 
gender roles.  Moreover, with postwar patterns of the teaching force being increasingly 
comprised of married women and school administration being viewed as a role for 
married men, the notion of the “homosexual menace” also came to prominence 
(Braukman, 2001).  The confluence of sexuality studies indicating higher-than-expected 
incidences of same-sex behavior, fears of communism, and fears regarding racial 
integration in schools led many school systems and government entities to target real or 
suspected lesbians and gay men working in school systems, claiming that they were 
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“subversives” (Blount, 1996; Braukman, 2001). Men, who came to fill an even larger 
majority of school administrative positions by the mid-20th century, were expected to 
convey a hypermasculine, “manly man” image to deflect any suspicion that they might be 
gay and to assert their power and privilege within the education profession while women,  
who were expected to reflect traditional female gender performance, often avoided any 
hint of acting “butch” (i.e., unusually masculine) or of having too great an interest in 
sports (Rudoe, 2010). Administrators of both genders were expected to typify married 
heterosexual life and to enact traditional male and female gender roles.  As a result, 
throughout most of the 20th century school administrators married at far higher rates than 
the general population (Blount, 2003). 
Apart from being exemplars of traditional male and female gender performance, 
for most of the 20th century school administrators were expected to be enforcers of 
prevailing  gender performance norms (Lugg, 2003a). Indeed, male administrators were 
expected to root out and dismiss any teacher suspected of being lesbian or gay, often 
because of the teacher’s failure to conform to gender expectations (Lugg, 2003b). Fears 
of “recruitment” and leading children into “sexual deviance” ran rampant for many 
decades (Blount, 1996; Braukman, 2001; Hardie, 2011; Retelle, 2011; Rudoe, 2010). 
Even today, school leaders are largely expected to fit into gendered norms that are  
defined explicitly or implicitly by local communities and/or local school boards, and the 
dominance of the heterosexual norm (often referred to  as “heteronormativity”) persists in 
many contemporary school settings (Tooms et al., 2010). Even openly lesbian and gay 
administrators have  reported that having life experiences that mirror those of 
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heterosexual counterparts—such as having a partner and children--leads to greater 
community acceptance (Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Jackson, 2006; Jennings, 2015). 
Commonalities Among the Experiences of Lesbian and Gay Teachers 
 Most principals, superintendents, and other school administrators begin their 
education careers in teaching (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). Thus, when examining 
lesbian and gay school leadership, it is essential to examine the experiences of teachers as 
well. Perhaps not surprisingly, the literature shows similar threads running through the 
experiences of LG teachers and LG administrators, including working in a climate of 
fear, a need to manage identity to conform to heterosexual norms, and a sense that one 
must work harder than one’s peers in order to avoid any hint of criticism. 
A dominant theme in the lives of LG teachers is invisibility (Jackson, 2006; Endo, 
Reece-Miller, & Santavicca, 2010; Retelle, 2011; Connell, 2012). This invisibility occurs 
both in schools and in teacher preparation programs (Straut & Sapon-Shevin, 2002). 
Retelle (2011) identifies this type of invisibility as a reflection of heterosexism and 
heteronormativity, belief systems that privilege heterosexuality over homosexuality and 
perpetuate the idea that everyone in a given setting is or should be heterosexual. 
 Another common theme among LG teachers is that of identity management, a 
practice that many teachers view as necessary because of real or perceived threats of 
discrimination, harassment, firing (Gilmore et al., 2011; Jackson, 2006; Endo et al., 2010; 
Retelle, 2011; Connell, 2012). Identity management involves continual decision-making 
regarding the degree to which one reveals one’s sexual identity at work and is closely tied 
to the notions of coming out and workplace outness (Connell, 2012). As Gilmore et al. 
(2011) and Grigsby (2010) have noted, coming out is an ongoing and often difficult 
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process that involves both self-acceptance and the negotiating complex social forces 
across multiple environments. Jackson (2006) and Connell (2012) found that teacher 
outness exists on a continuum rather than as a binary “in or out” phenomenon. Endo et al. 
(2010) found that teachers continually make decisions about how much of their sexual 
identity to reveal.  
 A third commonality among LG teachers is ambivalence about legal protections 
and organizational nondiscrimination policies. Such ambivalence is based on doubts that 
policies will be enforced, as described by Connell’s (2012) study which compared 
teachers in California and Texas to determine whether the differences in legal climate 
between those two states affected teacher outness at work. While teachers in California 
did report a higher degree of outness, many participants in both states reported that legal 
statutes and district policies made little difference in their actual work experiences. 
Instead, Connell (2012) found that the “microculture” of individual schools had the 
greatest impact on outness. For example, the study cited the example of two schools 
located near each other in Los Angeles. In one school, participants reported feeling very 
comfortable with expressing their LG identity openly and participated actively in LG 
pride events, while LG staff at the other school reported a hostile climate for LG persons 
based on prevailing attitudes among the staff. Connell’s (2012) participants expressed 
skepticism that a written policy would actually be followed or enforced in their particular 
school, and many of them chose to remain closeted at work. Jackson (2006) also found 
that legal statutes and district policies constituted only a small portion of the vast array of 
considerations that LG teachers take into account when deciding how, where, and how 
often to disclose their sexual identity at work. 
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Commonalities Among the Experiences of Lesbian and Gay Administrators  
A dominant theme among LG school administrators is fear (deLeon & Brunner, 
2012; Jones-Redmond, 2007; Lugg, 2003a; Goodman, Schell, Alexander, & Eidelman, 
2008; Irwin, 2002). According to deLeon and Brunner (2012) fear is pervasive among 
LG administrators. This fear takes the form of worries over job security and concern 
about discrimination. Such fears consume a tremendous portion of LG administrators’ 
energy. Jones-Redmond (2007) also found that the experiences of LG school leaders 
were characterized by fear of job loss or of not being promoted, while Lugg (2003a) 
asserted that a lack of opportunity to earn tenure and a lack of protection from 
discrimination force lesbian and gay leaders to live in fear, hide their true selves, and 
attempt to assimilate into the dominant cultures of their school systems. In a controlled 
study comprised of three comparison groups, Goodman et al. (2008) found that LG 
leaders may have good reason to fear for their jobs: LG leaders may be viewed as 
ineffective within their organizations despite leadership success, and their leadership can 
be undermined by even a single derogatory remark based on sexual orientation. Irwin 
(2002) surveyed 900 lesbian, gay, and transgender workers and found that lesbian and 
gay school leaders were frequently the targets of discriminatory practices as well as 
verbal and physical harassment. Hence, fear among LG leaders is not based merely on 
conjecture but on actual events and practices that occur regularly in schools. 
While fear has characterized the experiences of LG administrators, some studies 
have demonstrated that patterns of discrimination have resulted in positive effects for LG 
leaders, particularly in the private and non-profit sectors. For example, in a study of 
private-sector LG leaders, Snyder (2006) developed a framework termed the “G 
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quotient,” a leadership style characterized by placing high value on inclusion, creativity, 
adaptability, connectivity, communication, intuition, and collaboration. Snyder’s (2006) 
study was built upon quantitative survey data of 3,500 LG executives in the private and 
non-profit sector. Coon (2001) also found that out lesbian and gay leaders in the private 
sector identified their sexual orientation as a factor that contributed positively to their 
leadership effectiveness. In addition, the leaders placed a high value on workplace 
diversity and inclusiveness which enabled them to lead more fulfilling professional lives.  
Moreover, the school administrators interviewed by Fraynd and Capper (2003) cited past 
discrimination as a driving factor in their showing empathy toward those in their school 
communities who continue to face marginalization, and the LG teachers in DeJean’s 
(2007) study asserted that being open about their sexual identity enabled them to 
exemplify courage and honesty in front of their students.  
 Another common experience among LG leaders was the need to overcompensate 
by working harder and putting in more hours than straight colleagues (Fraynd & Capper, 
2003; Grigsby, 2010; Hernandez, 2009; Jones-Redmond, 2007). For lesbian and gay 
leaders, working long hours serves three purposes: to ensure that any criticism based on 
sexual orientation cannot be connected to work habits, to deflect attention from the 
leader’s personal life, and to avoid being perceived merely as “the lesbian administrator” 
or “the gay administrator” (Jones-Redmond, 2007).  One participant in Fraynd and 
Capper’s (2003) study, who is out, even stated that his boss realized he was working long 
hours to avoid criticism of his sexual identity. While this need for overcompensation 
negatively affects LG leaders, it has benefits for the organizations in which they work. 
One might question the ethics of an organization that reaps the benefits from dedicated 
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employees while expecting them to work in an environment that may be heteronormative 
at best and discriminatory at worst.  
The Impact of the Closet for LG School Leaders 
 When examining the work experiences of LG school leaders, it is critical to ask 
whether they feel it would be better to be out at work compared to being closeted.  In 
addition, it is also important to ask what being out at work actually means. Jackson 
(2006), in a study of LG teachers, found that the definition of being “out at work” 
depended on the perspective of each individual. Those who defined themselves as out 
were sometimes open to a few colleagues, to all colleagues, or to all colleagues as well as 
students and parents. The meaning of being out, largely depends on individual 
circumstances and workplace context. In terms of workplace outness, the literature 
reveals both positive and negative effects of being out and of being closeted.  
While studies of LG teachers (Jackson, 2006; Connell, 2012) reveal that many 
participants are out at work to some degree, the same does not hold true for LG 
administrators. Indeed, being in the closet appears to be the norm for some or all of most 
LG leaders’ careers. Most of the participants in deLeon and Brunner’s (2012) study were 
in the closet because of fear of discrimination, harassment, and job loss. Hernandez 
(2009), a former school principal, spent many years being closeted to colleagues before 
gradually coming out at work. In Jones-Redmond’s study (2007) of lesbian and gay 
administrators, only one described being out at work. Fraynd and Capper’s study (2003) 
profiled both out and closeted administrators, and Grigsby’s (2010) participants described 
themselves as being on various points along a continuum of outness. In all three studies, 
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participants who were not fully out cited fear of discrimination or job loss as the primary 
factors for not being fully out. 
The primary effect of being closeted—even if only at work—appears to be what 
Lugg and Tooms (2010) term “identity erasure.” That is, lesbian and gay administrators 
walk a fine line while negotiating the boundaries between their professional and personal 
lives, often avoiding or covering up any references to their partners or to the totality of 
their lives outside of school. Instead of presenting their authentic selves at work, lesbian 
and gay administrators often present themselves in a way they feel will be acceptable to 
the public. Other leaders use various identity management strategies, similar to those 
described by teachers (Tooms, 2009). That is, in any given situation or interaction, 
lesbian and gay leaders must determine the extent to which they will reveal their full 
identity. DeLeon and Brunner’s (2012) and Jones-Redmond’s (2007) closeted 
participants indicated that they would like to be out at work so that they would not have 
to focus on hiding. To date, however, I have found no studies that found a pattern of 
reported benefits of being out among LG administrators. 
 Lessons Learned From the Private and Non-Profit Sectors 
If public school systems wish to create workplaces that are more hospitable to LG 
leaders, they may look to the private sector for guidance, as many corporations and non-
profit agencies have implemented their own nondiscrimination policies, created affinity 
groups for LG employees, and promoted diversity as an organizational value. For 
example, Brenner et al. (2010) found that organizations with lower heterosexist climates 
allowed lesbian and gay employees to focus more energy on positive organizational 
behavior instead of identity management. In addition, the same authors found that lesbian 
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and gay employees were less likely to engage in negative, self-focused behaviors (such as 
dwelling on feelings of discrimination) when the employees feel they are protected from 
organizational heterosexism.  
Colgan et al. (2007), in a survey of 154 employees 60 managers, union 
representatives, and LG representatives at U.K. companies with “best practices” for 
supporting lesbian and gay employees per guidelines issued by the British government, 
found that almost half of lesbian and gay employees surveyed were fully out at work. 
Still, the participants as well as the researchers noted the lack of openly lesbian and gay 
leaders. Many employees reported that the presence of an out lesbian or gay leader would 
have a positive effect on workplace climate. 
Muñoz and Thomas (2006) summarize numerous studies to suggest best practices 
for creating workplace environments that are friendly toward lesbian and gay leaders and 
employees. The authors cite several studies indicating that domestic partner benefits are a 
primary factor in companies’ ability to recruit and retain lesbian and gay executives. In 
addition, the authors note that framing diversity in terms of being “good for business” has 
helped many private enterprises in their diversity efforts. Affinity groups or employee 
resource groups are also cited as being key resources in supporting lesbian and gay 
employees. Practices supporting LG employees often stem from human resource 
departments within organizations that wish to foster diversity and a sense of safety for 
LG staff, while some initiatives—such as affinity groups –are often initiated by 
employees themselves (Muñoz & Thomas, 2006). Though an increasing number of 
private sector companies appear to be embracing diversity practices that support lesbian 
and gay leaders, such a trend is not evident in the private sector. In this review, only one 
29 
 
author (Hernandez, 2009) reported having participated in an affinity group at work, and 
that group was forced to dissolve by district administrators who cited community 
pressure. 
Summary 
 Historically lesbians and gay men have been marginalized in school systems, and 
their stories remain largely untold (Fassinger et al., 2010; Griffin & Ouellett, 2003; 
Rottman, 2006). Indeed, finding LG school administrators to participate in a study often 
proves difficult (DeJean, 2007; deLeon & Brunner, 2012; Jones-Redmond, 2007). 
Despite a longstanding history of invisibility, a growing number of studies have 
examined factors that are unique to lesbian and gay leadership. Indeed, many private 
sector employers are taking steps to promote inclusive workplace climates. Most studies 
of LG leadership focus on the private and non-profit sectors, and some have begun to 
identify unique skill sets that lesbian and gay leaders have applied to the organizations in 
which they work.  
 Despite advances in the private sector, the public education sector continues to be 
a generally unfriendly environment for lesbian and gay leaders. In particular, studies of 
lesbian and gay school administrators are rare, and participants are often closeted and 
report a high degree of fear and forced assimilation in their workplaces. Nonetheless, 
lesbians and gay men have attained administrative positions in public schools, despite 
historic marginalization and a current absence of tenure opportunities and basic anti-
discrimination protections in many states and communities. While some studies (Jackson, 
2006) have closely examined teachers’ reported experiences of constructing a sexual 
identity in a workplace context, no comparable studies of LG public school 
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administrators exist. I believe that my proposed study will contribute to a greater 
understanding of how to make public schools more accepting of LG leaders and 
ultimately LG students, LG families, and their allies. While there is a long road to be 
traveled before schools can become places of transformation for LG persons (Kumashiro, 
2000), understanding the lives of LG school administrators is an important step in the 
process.  
 
 
  
31 
 
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
  In American public schools, as many as 30% of children are affected by lesbian 
and gay issues, either by being lesbian or gay (LG) themselves or by having LG family 
members or friends (Fontaine, 1997). In addition, LG school leaders are much needed in 
today’s diverse school systems as role models for both LG students and staff (Capper et 
al., 2006; DeJean, 2007; Straut & Sapon-Shevin, 2002).  In addition, LG leaders may 
possess unique skill sets such as a commitment to collaboration and respect for diversity 
that will positively affect school climate (Brenner et al., 2010; Coon, 2001; Fraynd & 
Capper, 2003; Hernandez, 2009; Tooms et al., 2010).  Thus, the professional experiences 
of LG leaders merit investigation. However, to date few studies have examined the lives 
of LG school leaders (Fassinger et al., 2010; Griffin & Ouellett, 2003; Rottman, 2006). 
Indeed, even finding participants for such studies has often proved difficult, largely 
because many LG leaders are closeted and fear that participating in a study, even with 
assurances of confidentiality, may jeopardize their jobs (DeJean, 2007; deLeon & 
Brunner, 2012; Jones-Redmond, 2007).  However, some studies have included LG 
administrators who are out in their workplaces. The purpose of this study is to investigate 
how openly-LG leaders enact outness in their workplaces and to examine the supports 
that enable them to be out at work.  
In recent years, numerous studies have emerged that examine the experiences of 
LG school students as well as the professional lives of LG teachers (Jackson, 2006; 
Connell, 2012). In addition, a few studies have also examined the workplace experiences 
of LG administrators, though these studies are far less common than those focused on 
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students and teachers (Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Jones-Redmond, 2007; Grigsby, 2010; 
deLeon & Brunner, 2012). However, most of the participants in studies focused on 
administrators have not identified as out at work, in many cases because they feared 
discrimination, job loss, or community repercussions if their sexual identities were to 
become known. Because educators have cited benefits of being out at work, such as 
higher job satisfaction, stronger organizational loyalty, and an ability to redirect energy 
that was once focused on hiding (DeJean, 2007; Hernandez, 2009; Gilmore et al., 2011), 
research on out LG school leaders is needed. To that end, this study sought to answer the 
following questions: What factors and circumstances do out LG public school 
administrators identify as supporting their workplace outness?  How do the participants 
enact and describe being out at work? What do participants cite as the benefits and 
drawbacks of being out at work?  And, how do participants describe the impact—both on 
themselves and on their organizations—of their being out at work? The following 
research design outlines the process I followed to answer the research questions. The 
design includes the rationale, setting, research method, proposed framework for data 
analysis, and ethical considerations. 
Research Design and Rationale 
 To answer the research questions, I conducted a qualitative, narrative  that 
primarily utilized  participant interviews and written reflections as the sources of data. 
Creswell (2012) states that the purpose of qualitative research is “to develop an in-depth 
exploration of a central phenomenon” (p. 206). Given that the study focused on a topic 
that was highly personal for the participants, a great degree of sensitivity to participants’ 
stories and need for confidentiality was needed. Corbin and Strauss (2008) cited 
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sensitivity as a key component of qualitative research that develops over time as the 
researcher builds closer relationships with both the participants and the data generated 
from the study. Cutcliffe and McKenna (1999) further noted that qualitative research, in 
addition to becoming increasingly valued, can have the strongest implications for practice 
when research participants’ actual words are used and when participants and readers view 
the process as meaningful and relevant to their own experiences.  
 Of the various types of qualitative research, I elected to use a narrative design. As 
Creswell (2012) asserts, narrative study designs are used when a researcher wishes to 
report the stories of individuals or small groups of persons who are willing to share them. 
In addition, as Creswell (2013) notes, narrative designs may reveal information about 
individuals’ lives and how they view their own experiences. Creswell (2013) goes on to 
describe several key features of narrative studies, such as the collection of stories from 
persons about their lived experiences; the understanding of a person’s identity that may 
be gained from her/his stories; the use of different forms of narrative data, such as 
interviews, journals, and other documents; the thematic analysis of stories to find patterns 
and meanings; and the importance of partcipants’ locations, settings, or contexts.   My 
study lent itself well to a narrative design precisely because these elements identified by 
Creswell (2013) were needed to paint a rich robust picture of participants’ lives and 
experiences and to provide rich sources of data that I later analyzed. because narrative 
methods often utilize various forms of data (e.g., interviews, field notes, journals), yield 
data that can be analyzed thematically, and can be applied to persons living and/or 
working in particular places or contexts (Creswell, 2013).  
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Because the life stories and professional experiences of LG school administrators 
are seldom documented or researched (Fassinger et al., 2010; Griffin & Ouellett, 2003; 
Rottman, 2006), providing such individuals with the opportunity to tell their story is 
crucial. In fact, I believed that there was no better method than interviews to collect the 
quality and amount of data that the study required. While I also kept field notes and asked 
participants to contribute a written reflection, the interviews provided detailed accounts 
of the participants’ personal and professional experiences. Based on the reported results 
of other researchers (Connell, 2012; Grigsby, 2010; Jackson, 2006; Jones-Redmond, 
2007), I expected that a number of themes and commonalities would emerge from 
conducting semi-structured interviews with the participants. The themes that did emerge 
formed the basis for a discussion of the phenomena that support LG school leaders in 
being out at work (see Chapter 4 of this study). 
 I chose a qualitative rather than a quantitative approach because I believed it was 
better suited for describing how LG administrators enact outness in their schools.  For 
example, workplace outness has been identified not merely as a binary concept (“in the 
closet” or “out of the closet”) but as a continuum (Grigsby, 2010; Jackson, 2006). 
Moreover, the processes of identifying as LG and coming out in a workplace context are 
complex, highly individualistic phenomena (Gilmore et al., 2011; Grigsby, 2010) that do 
not lend themselves to quantitative analysis. Gilmore et al. (2011) also found that a 
diverse range of variables such as personality traits, religious/spiritual beliefs, overall 
mental health, and previous experiences with coming out affect how and to whom LG 
individuals choose to come out in any given situation. Hence, the understanding of 
individual life experiences, as related through personal narratives, required that the 
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participants be given the opportunity to tell their own stories from a first-person 
perspective.  
Site and Population 
Population Description 
 I conducted the study with individuals who are self-identified out lesbian or gay 
school leaders in K-12 public schools and public school districts. To date, I have found 
only one other study of public school administrators that was comprised exclusively of 
participants who were out (Grigsby, 2010). That study was comprised of female 
participants and has not yet been published in peer-reviewed form. My study, on the other 
hand, included both female and male participants from diverse racial, ethnic, and 
geographic background. Because the purpose of this study was to examine the 
experiences of out LG leaders, self-identifying as “out at work” was one of the criteria for 
participation. I did not define for participants what being “out at work” meant. Rather, 
participants were asked to describe, in their own words, how they enact lesbian or gay 
identities in their schools.   
 Though my participant group was relatively small (seven), the participants were a 
diverse group. Other researchers such as Jackson (2006) and Connell (2012) noted the 
difficulty in assembling diverse participant pools, especially in terms of race. Possible 
reasons include the added layers of oppression that lesbians and gay men of color may 
experience (Harper & Schneider, 2003) and the fact that administrators of color are 
significantly underrepresented in American schools (Onwuegbuzie, 1998).  
 To find participants, I used a sampling technique commonly referred to as 
“snowballing.” Researchers who use this method typically know a few persons who 
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might wish to participate in the study. Researchers then ask those persons to recommend 
other possible participants (Creswell, 2012). When I began my search for participants, I 
contacted an out LG principal with whom I was already acquainted. He agreed to 
participate in the study, and he put me in contact with several other administrators from 
his district, two of whom eventually became participants. Through a Facebook post, I 
found two additional participants with whom I had once done LG advocacy work. 
Finally, I found two more participants through my own professional connections. Based 
on the experiences of other researchers (Jackson, 2006; Jones-Redmond, 2007; deLeon & 
Brunner, 2012) and on Creswell’s view that narrative studies are best suited to analyzing 
the experiences of an individual or a small group, I believe the size of my participant pool 
yielded ample data to code and analyze. See Table 2 below for an overview of the study 
participants. Participant responses have been noted in the participants’ own words. 
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Site Description 
The study was open to participants working in public schools anywhere in the 
U.S. I chose to take this open approach because, through professional networking, I had 
already identified a number of possible participants from various parts of the country, and 
I believed that I might not have found enough participants if I had focused only on the 
region in which I live.  
Site Access 
 Because participants were scattered across the country, I conducted only one 
interview with one person in a face-to-face format at a restaurant. All other interviews 
were conducted by telephone for the convenience of the participants. No interviews took 
place at participants’ places of employment.  
Research Methods 
Description of Each Method Used 
Creswell (2013) identifies interviews as one of the primary methods of qualitative 
data collection. For the study, I conducted three interviews with each participant. A series 
of interviews was important because the sensitive nature of the questions necessitated a 
relationship-building process between the participants and me. In the first interview, I 
focused on establishing a rapport with the participant by getting to know her or him in a 
broad sense and asking questions about her or his current work setting, roles, and 
responsibilities. The second interview was longer, more in-depth, and focused on 
questions regarding the enactment of the participant’s sexual orientation at work. During 
the second interview, I also discussed with each participant what I saw as the key points 
made during the first interview and asked them whether they wished to add or clarify any 
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information. In the third interview, I asked questions about the participants’ perceptions 
of the impact of their outness on themselves and on their workplaces. I also encouraged 
the participants to share any information that was not explicitly a part of the interview 
protocol. In addition, I asked participants to verify what I saw as the key points of the 
interviews, and I encouraged them to clarify or add any information they wished, 
including information that was not specifically addressed by the interview questions.  
The interviews were semi-structured and consisted of a series of open-ended 
questions designed to elicit participants’ stories of working as openly LG administrators 
in public schools. Following guidelines described by both Creswell (2012) and Stringer 
(2014), questions were designed to enable participants to share as much information as 
they would like in their own terms. Prompts designed to elicit broad responses (e.g., “Tell 
me about your school”) were followed by more specific questions (e.g., “Does your 
school have any policies that protect you from being discriminated against because of 
your sexual orientation?”). As Stringer (2014) points out, questions with greater 
specificity can help the researcher better understand the phenomenon being studied. I 
made audio recordings of each interview to facilitate later analysis. Sample interview 
questions are found in Appendix C of this study. 
In addition to interviews, I collected several other types of data, one of which was 
field notes. Merriam (2009) asserted that field notes can be a useful source of data and 
that it may include a researcher’s “ideas, fears, mistakes, confusion…and can include 
thoughts about the research methodology itself” (p. 136). In my case, I used field notes to 
record observations about each interview, including my reaction to what the participant 
said, my impression of the participant’s level of openness, and points that I wanted the 
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participant to clarify or elaborate on. My field notes also contained my impressions of the 
interview setting, the participants’ apparent degree of comfort and openness during the 
interview.  
In addition to field notes, I also asked each participant to complete a one-page 
written reflection focusing on her or his experience of being an out LG leader and of 
being interviewed for the study. Finally, I also examined the non-discrimination 
statements that are in place in the participants’ workplaces, and I perused each of the 
participants’ school and/or district web sites to gain additional insight into the school or 
district’s culture. I believe that these additional sources of data increased the reliability 
and validity of the study. Figure 1 below summarizes the alignment between my research 
questions and data collection methods.  
 
Research Question Data Collection Method(s) 
1. What factors and circumstances do 
LG administrators identify as 
supporting their workplace outness? 
 Interviews 
 Participant written reflections 
 Field notes 
 Human resource or other applicable 
nondiscrimination policies 
2. How do the participants enact and 
describe being out at work? 
 Interviews 
 Participant written reflections 
 Field notes 
3. What do participants cite as the 
benefits and drawbacks of being out 
at work? 
 Interviews 
 Participant written reflections 
 Field notes 
4. How do participants describe the 
impact—both on themselves and on 
their organizations—of their being 
out work? 
 Interviews 
 Participant written reflections 
 Field notes 
 
Figure 1. Research alignment. 
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Data Analysis Procedures 
After interviews were conducted, each one was transcribed verbatim using 
Transcribe, a Google application. To ensure data security, I stored all documents 
containing participant interviews on an external hard drive that was kept in a secure 
location. After the data were transcribed, I used thematic coding to analyze the results. In 
the Results section of the study, I summarized and reported relevant findings from all 
data sources, namely interviews, field notes, and participant written reflections.  
The process of analyzing the interview data, field notes, and participant written 
reflections included coding, which Creswell (2012) defines as “segmenting and labeling 
text to form descriptions and broad themes in the data” (p. 243). More specifically, I used 
the open coding process described by Merriam (2009), a system by which open (or 
descriptive) codes are developed first. These open codes were then grouped into 
categories using a process called analytical or axial coding. This coding process enabled 
me to identify and examine the themes, patterns, and commonalities that existed across 
the data. These themes were then analyzed and examined for relevance to the research 
questions. Regardless of the alignment between the data and the research question, the 
results of the study are reported in the dissertation along with implications for practice 
and suggestions for further research.  
Validity and Reliability 
 The study included several processes to ensure validity. Per the suggestions 
offered by Creswell (2013), I triangulated the data by using multiple data sources 
(interviews, field notes, and participant written reflections). I also conducted three 
interviews with each participant. One of the purposes of conducting multiple interviews 
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was to ensure that I was allowing the participants to tell their stories fully and to clarify 
statements that initially seemed unclear to me. In addition, during the course of the 
interviews, I conducted member checks to ensure that my interpretations of participants’ 
responses were accurate. In addition, I have made my personal biases and connection to 
the study clear so that the readers of the study will be aware of my personal background 
and perspective.  
 To ensure reliability, I employed several measures as outlined by Creswell 
(2013). I  made audio recordings of each interview and transcribed them accurately, 
including pauses and other indicators of the participants’ feelings, such as laughter and 
tone of voice. I also compiled field notes, mostly in the form of margin notes in the 
interview transcripts, to record my impressions of the interview, the setting, or the 
participant’s apparent levels of comfort and openness during the process.  While I would 
have liked to use multiple coders to analyze the interviews as Creswell (2013) suggested, 
I was not able to do so method because of time and resource constraints as well as the 
possibility of compromising participant confidentiality. 
Stages of Data Collection 
 After I obtained Internal Review Board (IRB) approval from Drexel University, I 
sent informed consent forms (Appendix A) and demographic forms (Appendix B) to the 
participants and reviewed the forms with them to ensure that participants understood the 
contents of the form. I then scheduled times to conduct semi-structured interviews with 
the participants. Stringer (2014) observed that research participants often enjoy being 
interviewed and express that they like the fact that someone else considers their stories 
interesting and worth listening to. An example includes Jones-Redmond’s (2007) 
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experience of interviewing closeted LG administrators, many of whom said they had 
never been asked about how being lesbian or gay affected their professional experiences.  
In addition, Creswell (2012) has also identified interviews as one of the most 
common types of qualitative data collection. Because of the highly sensitive and 
individualistic nature of discussing matters related to sexual identity, I used one-to-one 
interviews despite the fact that Creswell (2012) has identified them as requiring more 
time and financial resources than other interview formats. Because I had have no 
previous relationship with some of the participants, I believed that one-to-one interviews 
were conducive to establishing trust and rapport with participants. Corbin and Strauss 
(2008) and Stringer (2014) have identified such a relationship as being key to successful 
qualitative data collection. The data collection process was a recursive one. That is, as I 
conducted interviews with each participant, I asked her or him to verify the accuracy of 
my transcription and interpretation of our previous conversation. Figure 2 below 
illustrates the data collection and study completion timeline. 
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Month Action Steps 
September 2014  Proposal hearing 
 Began IRB process 
October 2014  Submitted IRB forms 
 Received response from IRB asking for revisions 
November 2014  Received IRB approval 
 Began search for participants by contacting acquaintances 
and posting Facebook announcement 
December 2014  Obtained commitments from several participants and sent 
consent forms 
January 2015  Obtained commitments from additional participants 
 Obtained signed consent forms from all participants 
 Began conducting Round 1 interviews 
February 2015  Completed Round 1 interviews 
 Began transcribing and coding round 1 interviews 
 Began writing field notes 
 Began conducting Round 2 interviews 
 Conducted member checks during Round 2 interviews 
March 2015  Completed Round 2 interviews 
 Completed transcribing and coding Round 1 interviews 
 Conducted member checks during Round 2 interviews 
 Began transcribing Round 2 interviews 
 Began Round 3 interviews 
April 2015  Completed Round 3 interviews 
 Conducted member checks during Round 3 interviews 
 Completed transcribing and coding Round 2 interviews 
 Sent written reflection prompt to participants 
May 2015  Collected written reflections from participants 
 Completed transcribing and coding of Round 3 interviews 
June 2015  Began analyzing study data for themes 
July 2015  Completed thematic analysis of data and began writing 
Findings section of Chapter 4 
August 2015  Completed Findings section of Chapter 4 and began 
writing Results and Interpretations sections of Chapter 4 
September 2015  Completed Chapter 4 
 Began writing Chapter 5 
 Began preparing for final defense 
October 2015  Completed final dissertation draft to send to committee 
members 
 Completed final defense 
 
Figure 2. Stages of data collection. 
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Ethical Considerations 
 Both the nature of qualitative research in general and my research questions in 
particular necessitated the consideration of several ethical issues. Of prime concern was 
the fact that lesbian and gay persons have been historically marginalized and may feel 
particularly vulnerable in education settings (Blount, 2000, 2003; Braukman, 2001; 
deLeon & Brunner, 2012; Endo et al. 2010; Lugg, 2003a; Tooms et al., 2010). Thus, 
participants were assured of confidentiality. To that end, I assigned each participant an 
identification number and kept participants’ names and identification numbers in 
separate, secure locations.  
 In addition, I kept in mind that some participants, like those in Jones-Redmond’s 
(2007) study, had not previously been asked to talk about their sexual identities in the 
context of their professional lives. Thus, I strove to display a high degree of sensitivity to 
the participants’ emotional state. Fortunately, all participants spoke openly and candidly 
about their experiences, though some were more talkative than others. I did find as the 
interview process progressed that participants who had initially been on the quieter side 
eventually opened up and responded to questions with greater depth and detail. 
 Another consideration was that of researcher bias. I am an openly gay school 
administrator, a fact which could have both positive and negative effects on the study. I 
believe that a positive effect was that my own identity and experiences served as a means 
of building trust and community with the participants. Indeed, some researchers such as 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) have posited that a researcher’s background and skills bring 
valuable resources to bear during the research process. On the other hand, I was careful to 
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let the participants tell their stories in their own words without my presuming to tell it for 
them (Stringer, 2014). In short, I was careful not to impose my own story onto the stories 
of others.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS, RESULTS, AND INTERPRETATIONS 
Introduction 
In describing how individuals enact expected social norms, Johnson (2006) has 
argued that most persons in many circumstances follow paths of least resistance. That is, 
most persons do what they believe is normative as they go about their daily routine. For 
example, most educators go to work each day and perform the duties of their role as 
teacher, counselor, coach, or administrator. Though educators have a wide range of 
workplace behaviors available to them, they will typically choose to accept rather than 
challenge established workplace rules and expectations. If the educators happen to be LG 
administrators, their path of least resistance will likely be to remain in the closet at work 
because of fear of discrimination (deLeon & Brunner, 2012). The participants in this 
study, however, have all chosen to counter heteronormative social expectations by 
enacting out LG identities as leaders in public schools. The participants have, in other 
words, chosen paths of greater resistance. Rather than succumbing to fear, erasure of their 
LG identities, or heteronormativity (deLeon & Brunner, 2012; Lugg, 2003a; Tooms, 
2007), these seven school leaders have built successful leadership careers in a sector that 
has been characterized as highly heteronormative (Lugg, 2003a).  
In this chapter, data findings will be presented that connect to major themes that 
emerged from the study, primarily from participant interviews but also from participants’ 
final written reflections. Though the participants’ stories and backgrounds vary widely, 
common themes emerged from participant interviews and written reflections. In addition, 
these themes will form the basis for reporting and interpreting the study findings, and 
they will serve as catalysts for suggestions regarding improving school cultures for LG 
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individuals and will also form the basis for recommended areas of future research. In the 
“Results and Interpretation” section, I will also discuss how some of the participants’ 
stories fit—or, in some cases, do not fit—within existing literature and frameworks of 
multicultural education, queer theory, gender theory, and leadership theory, particularly 
as they relate to the themes of views of leadership, workplace culture and climate, 
coming out as LG in the workplace, and the complexity of LG identities. 
Findings 
Major Themes 
I have identified seven major themes across the participants’ stories, each of 
which will be reported in further detail below. The themes are: (1) approaches to 
leadership; (2) workplace climate and culture; (3) how LG identity is enacted; (4) history 
of working in settings with a visible LG presence; (5) history of working with 
marginalized populations; (6) positive and negative consequences of being out; and (7), 
sources of support. Table 3 below presents an overview of the findings from the study: 
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Table 3 
 
Findings  
Themes Key aspects of themes 
Theme 1: Approaches to Leadership  Instructional leader  
 Collaborative 
 Emphasis on relationships 
 Advocates for and supports staff and 
students 
 Visionary 
 Motivator 
 Make tough decisions 
Theme 2: Workplace Climate and 
Culture 
 LG-friendly 
 LG-inclusive non-discrimination 
policies 
 Diversity student and staff population 
 Openly LG leaders 
Theme 3: How LG Identity is 
Enacted 
 “Out” means different things to 
different people 
 Openness about partner/spouse 
 Advocacy for LG students and staff 
 Advice to other LG leaders is “be 
yourself,” sometimes with conditions 
 Race and gender sometimes play a 
greater role than sexual orientation 
Theme 4: History of Working in 
Settings with a Visible LG Presence 
 Working in schools with large numbers 
of open LG staff 
 Working with other LG leaders 
Theme 5: History of Working with 
Marginalized Populations 
 Working in high-poverty areas 
 Schools with large numbers of students 
who are poor and/or are English 
Language Learners 
 Working with students with severe 
disabilities 
Theme 6: Positive and Negative 
Consequences of Being Out 
 Role model to students  
 Advocacy for LG students and staff 
 Openness about partner/spouse 
 Occasional homophobic slurs 
Theme 7: Sources of Personal and 
Professional Support 
 Partner/Spouse, Family, Friends 
 LG advocacy groups 
 School/office staff 
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As part of the data reporting process, I will also cite examples of how these 
themes both converge with and diverge from previous research. For example, the variety 
of ways that LG identity is enacted has been explored to some degree in previous 
research (Gilmore et al., 2011; Jackson, 2006; Endo et al., 2010; Retelle, 2011; Connell, 
2012), whereas the phenomenon of highly visible LG leaders working in schools or 
districts has not. In addition, several of the themes reflected the particular composition of 
the group, such as the fact that five of the seven participants were originally special 
education teachers and six of the participants work in racially, ethnically, and 
socioeconomically diverse areas as opposed to predominantly White suburban areas. 
Moreover, given the small sample size, the participants comprise a demographically 
diverse group: four are women and three are men; two are African American, one is 
Asian/Filipina, and four are White; and the participants come from three distinct regions 
of the United States: Northeast, West/Southwest, and Northwest.  Given that the K-12 
school leadership workforce is overwhelmingly White, this participant group, while being 
far too small for me to make generalizations, is nonetheless far more representative of the 
U.S. population than the school administration sector, which is nearly 80 percent White 
(Bitterman, Goldring, & Gray, 2013).  
Theme One: Approaches to Leadership 
 At the outset of the interview process, I asked each participant to describe his or 
her view of leadership. I asked this question in part to gain an understanding of each 
participant’s professional experience and in part to build rapport with participants, some 
of whom I was acquainted with prior to the study and some of whom I was not. In 
response to the question in which participants were asked to give their personal definition 
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of leadership, Participant 1’s response was unique in that he framed leadership entirely in 
the parlance of the education sector, stating, “First and foremost, it’s instructional 
leadership. I think being a school leader you need to be able to model what good 
instruction, good teaching and learning really is” (personal communication, January 11, 
2015). He then added, “I don’t see a principal as a manager, I see them truly as a teacher 
that is leading a team of teachers.” This view of a principal as an instructional leader is 
congruent with much of the current thinking about the role of a building principal 
(Mendels, 2012), though Participant 1 was the only participant who espoused it.  
It was far more common, however, for other participants to speak of leadership in 
terms of relationships, collaboration, or teamwork. Participant 3, for example, said: 
I think leadership to me is about…there’s 3 Rs, relationships, rigor, and relevance. 
I say relevance and rigor is all about bureaucratic bullcrap…but I say if we’re all 
good together, and we all have good relationships, when those bumps come, they 
are quicker to go over…when you need things, we get them quicker.” (personal 
correspondence, January 19, 2015).  
 
Participant 3’s emphasis on the importance of relationships in leadership is similar to the 
perspectives of other participants who viewed leadership as a collaborative or team-
oriented effort rather than individualistic or hierarchical phenomenon. Participant 2, for 
example, emphasized the team aspect of leadership by asserting, “Leadership means to 
me not having all the answers, but helping a group of people work together to do the best 
that we can with whatever we’re doing…I see leadership as being the positive, 
collaborative, cohesive part of working as a team, getting something done” (personal 
communication, January 19, 2015). Thus, relationships and collaboration are important to 
this participant, too.  
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 Participant 4 had a similar though slightly different perspective. She declared, “I 
think that leadership entails being able to be a visionary…as well as a motivator…In my 
leadership style, I don’t micromanage. I give a lot of autonomy to teacher leaders and I 
hand select them and I rely heavily on them” (personal communication, January 28, 
2015). Participant 4 went on to note the difficult balancing act that school leaders must 
perform, stating that “the children are my number one priority, but I also have to think 
about the taxpayers, and I have to think about the teachers and the parents.” This quote 
illustrates the difficult balancing act that all public school administrators must perform, 
given that all members of a community are stakeholders in public education, regardless of 
whether they have children in public schools or not.  
 Participant 5, an assistant principal who at the time was also teaching a college 
course on leadership to undergraduates, described a leader as “someone who listens, 
communicates…has passion and compassion…somebody with a strong will, a strong 
mind…smart, intelligent” (personal communication, February 3, 2015). Participant 5 
went on to describe what she was attempting to teach the students in her leadership class: 
“I’m trying to teach them that their voice is a very important thing and that a leader has a 
strong, positive, leading voice that actually, but also listens to what people are saying and 
listens to different people’s opinions, and then learns discernment and moves forward.” 
Given these statements, it appears that Participant 5 also places a high value on the 
relational and collaborative aspects of leadership and that she sees an effective leader as 
someone who listens to and values the input of multiple stakeholders. Participant 6, who 
is married to Participant 5, shared some of these same views about leadership when she 
stated that “a leader to me is somebody who …has the ability to lead a group, the ability 
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to make tough decisions, the ability to create relationships with various stakeholders” 
(personal communication, February 3, 2015). As with other participants, Participant 6 
places high importance on the relationship between a school leader and the other persons 
with whom she or he works. Participant 7, who spent 20 years in the military prior to 
entering the education field, indicated that his definition of leadership largely depended 
on context. He said, “I just think it depends on the job that you’re in and what the 
expectations for that job are…I think, for the most part, it’s always been about people, the 
people part for me” (personal communication, February 10, 2015).   
Theme Two: Workplace Climate and Culture 
 During the second interview, I asked the participants to describe the workplace 
climate and culture in their schools or districts, with a specific focus on the climate for 
LG persons. In addition, I also asked participants to identify any LG-inclusive non-
discrimination policies that were in place in their districts, municipalities, or states (as of 
this writing, there is no federal statute that provides employment protections based on 
sexual orientation). The seven participants in the study work in four districts across the 
country, and all of the districts include sexual orientation as a protected category in their 
non-discrimination statements. All respondents felt that the non-discrimination policies 
were helpful to them personally and to other LG staff members in their districts. 
Participant 2 noted that her district has been “pretty much at the forefront of LGBT kind 
of issues” for the past 20 years, relative to other districts in the area (personal 
communication, January 19, 2015). She also noted that LG-friendly policy in her district 
moved from the grassroots level to the organizational level, largely through the efforts of 
“strong-willed kids [i.e. students], parents, and faculty.”  
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 Others, such as Participants 1 and 7, noted that LG policy efforts, such as the 
availability of domestic partner benefits, began with the teachers’ union and filtered up to 
the administrative level as principals and other leaders advocated for the same benefits as 
teachers in their districts. Similarly, Participant 2 noted that protections for staff stemmed 
from her district’s mission statement that began to include protections for the rights of 
LG students. Teachers and administrators then began to advocate for protections as well, 
including non-discrimination policies and domestic partner benefits. As Participant 2 
stated, the prevailing attitude among LG staff became, “If you’re protecting kids you 
better be protecting everybody. So they [district policymakers] kind of in a weird way got 
back-ended into some of the things that ended up happening” (personal communication, 
March 3, 2015). These statements largely support earlier research findings regarding the 
struggles of both LG teachers and administrators in the areas of workplace protections 
and benefits (Connell, 2012; Goodman et al., 2008; Irwin, 2002).  
 In contrast to some other participants’ stories, Participant 4 stated that her 
district’s non-discrimination policy originated at the administrative level and that she had 
been instrumental in helping to craft the policy. Moreover, of the seven participants, she 
was the only one who cited a state-level policy change as a significant support for staff in 
her district. Participant 4 noted that a number of LG staff who came forward to the 
district’s human resources department to ask for spousal benefits when marriage equality 
came to her state in 2014 as the result of a court order. Besides Participant 4’s description 
of the impact of marriage equality on staff in her district, other participants did not 
indicate that local or state non-discrimination policies had a significant impact on their 
work experience. Rather, participants focused on their employer’s policies, which were 
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seen as being more meaningful than local or state policies in terms of establishing a 
supportive climate for LG staff.  
In terms of workplace culture and climate as it relates to LG issues, all 
participants described their current workplaces as being LG-friendly, based on their own 
experiences in the schools or offices where they worked. Participant 5, for example, 
noted that her school is particularly LG-friendly because many students come from LG-
headed families. She stated that “everybody loves everybody” (personal communication, 
March 1, 2015) and described her workplace as a “totally accepting school.” The school 
in which Participant 5 works is a middle school in a large, diverse, urban district. She 
went on to note that the school has a GSA (Gay/Straight Alliance) and has “always had 
it” and that “we’re supposed to be a school based on social justice and acceptance.”  
 Participant 6, who works at a high school in the same district as Participant 5, 
says that “diversity…in culture” in her school is “prominent,” both in terms of the 
school’s demographics and its mission (personal communication, February 3, 2015) . She 
also mentioned that her school’s GSA is one of the largest in the district. Participant 6 
also described her school community as having a reputation for being vocal and 
frequently in the news. For example, her school recently made news headlines because of 
the large number of families who exempted their children from taking standardized tests. 
 Participants 1, 3, and 7 all work in the same large, county-wide district that 
encompasses city and suburban neighborhoods. All three spoke of their district’s 
diversity and its commitment to cultural competency trainings for all staff. The three 
participants, however, had somewhat different perspectives on how the district’s stated 
commitment to diversity is enacted at various levels and how individual schools are 
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impacted. Participant 1, the principal of an elementary school where roughly 70% of 
children qualify for free/reduced lunch and where about half the students are English 
Language Learners (ELLs), described his school as very diverse and very accepting of 
LG persons. He told a story about a male teacher who recently made a reference to his 
male fiancé during a presentation to other staff. Participant 1 saw the teacher’s openness 
as being indicative of a high comfort level among staff regarding LG issues. Participant 1 
also spoke about his district’s superintendent, a man whom he described as “very out” 
and who “pushes diversity big-time on every issue.” Participant 1 mentioned the district’s 
cultural competency initiative and noted that it is very comprehensive, with a series of 
trainings required for all administrators during the current school year. Participant 1 
stated that he believes the trainings are meaningful and have provided a mechanism for 
administrators to have powerful conversations around issues such as race, ethnicity and 
sexual orientation. It is also worth noting here that Participant 1 stated that colleagues 
typically describe him as an upbeat, optimistic person who often has a more positive view 
of his school and his district than other employees might. 
 Participant 3, also the principal of an elementary school with a high degree of 
racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity, described his school as being a place where 
diversity is valued and respected. He noted many efforts that he believed helped to create 
a positive school culture, including surveys, “shout outs” for teachers whose students 
demonstrate strong performance, teacher of the month recognition, a sunshine committee 
that provides flowers or other items for staff who have experienced a loss, and 
customized banners for staff members’ birthdays. Participant 3 also cited a number of 
initiatives that he has put in place specifically to address diversity and create a welcoming 
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climate for LGBT students and staff, including Operation Welcoming Schools, a project 
affiliated with the Human Rights Campaign, a national LGBT advocacy organization; a 
bilingual English/Spanish suggestion box in the front lobby; and a partnership with a 
local business that allows the school’s professional development workshops to occur at a 
well-known local conference center.  
 In addition, Participant 3 pointed out that several key leaders in the district are 
openly LG, including the current superintendent and several top administrators just below 
the superintendent level. Yet, Participant 3 often feels unsupported in his role as 
principal. At several points during the interviews, he described feeling alone in his 
professional role, and he expressed frustration at the shortage of funds and historic 
overcrowding at his school. In addition, he questioned the effect of having top leaders 
who are LG because “you never know that [that they are LG], because it’s never talked 
about” (personal communication, February 22, 2015). That is, prominent LG leaders are 
present, but they do not speak about the LG aspect of their identity in public. Brower 
(2013), noted this phenomenon is often called “covering,” a process in which LG persons 
are open about their sexual identity in the workplace but often minimize it in an effort to 
keep their non-LG colleagues comfortable. Rumens and Kerfoot (2009) also asserted that 
LG individuals in organizations often self-limit discussions of their sexual orientation as 
a result of heterosexual norms that persist even in workplaces that employees characterize 
as LG-friendly.  
 Participant 3 also claimed that a prior high-level district leader had been in the 
closet and that a school was named for that person, yet there was no public discussion of 
her sexual orientation. The context of this remark during the interview process clearly 
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indicated to me that Participant 3 felt that the leader in question should have been more 
open about her orientation.  In sum, Participant 3 felt that the district’s overall emphasis 
was on tolerance, a standard that he felt was too low, stating “I don’t like this word, I 
don’t like being tolerated” (personal communication, February 22, 2015). Participant 3 
attributed what he saw as the region’s conservative culture to, in large measure, anti-LG 
religious views held by Mormons and Roman Catholics, the two dominant faith groups in 
the area. Nonetheless, Participant 3 maintained that he felt that the climate for LG people 
in his school is positive. He noted that he has several staff members who are LG and that, 
upon starting as an assistant principal at his school 13 years ago, he took the place of a 
gay man who held the position previously. Moreover, Participant 3 sees himself as “the 
gay warrior…you’re not gonna intimidate me when I’m in charge of this building.” 
Regarding his personal stance in his school, Participant 3 further added: 
I’m not gonna live my life in fear, and I haven’t for many years, and I just won’t 
do it anymore. And I have chased down parents who have called me a faggot 
behind my back…and I say, ‘You know what? You’re not walkin’ back on the 
property for a while, and don’t you ever treat me like that again. I’m not gonna 
cower in fear in my office and cry about this. 
 
Participant 3 noted that colleagues are sometimes surprised by his level of candor, but 
Participant 3 stated that he believes he should not have to endure put-downs from parents 
when he spends his career working hard on behalf of their children. Though he has 
experienced incidents of put-downs and name-calling infrequently, Participant 3 clearly 
felt that it was important to address such incidents as soon as they happened. In most 
instances, Participant 3 followed the offenders out of the school and spoke with them 
directly in the parking lot, warning them that abusive behavior will not be tolerated on 
campus. 
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 On the topic of his district’s culture in terms of acceptance of diversity and LG 
persons, Participant 7 expressed far more ambivalence that Participants 1 and 3. 
Participant 7, who is based in an administrative office, stated this his workplace is not at 
all diverse. Participant 7 believes he is the only gay person in his building, and he noted 
that he is often one of only a handful of African Americans at meetings of district 
administrators. Participant 7 felt, though, that he is welcome and supported in his office 
setting, noting that he is treated fairly and is included in discussions. He also stated that 
people who know about his partner (now husband) ask about him in friendly terms. In 
regard to the district’s support for diversity and LG inclusion, Participant 7 was far less 
positive than Participants 1 and 3.  He characterized the local culture as conservative, a 
trait he associated with the presence of certain religious groups, namely Mormons. 
Regarding the cultural competency training, Participant 7 was also ambivalent. He stated 
that part of the reason for the training is that “we’re [district-level administration] not 
finding a lot of compassion for diversity within the classroom” (personal communication, 
March 8, 2015). However, Participant 7 stated that he felt the trainings were unlikely to 
make any significant difference. As evidence of this belief, Participant 7 recounted the 
showing of a video at a recent principals’ meeting that depicted someone pretending to be 
Adolf Hitler reacting to the news of his school’s standardized test scores. Despite the fact 
that an apology was later issued by the meeting’s organizer, Participant 7 said he felt that 
the laughter in the room was evidence that there was still a high level of cultural 
insensitivity among the administrators present. Participant 7 also noted that domestic 
partner benefits have only been available to administrators for the past year, even though 
benefits had been available to teachers for much longer. Participant 7 said he had found 
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the delay hurtful.  This incident clearly resonated much more strongly with Participant 7 
than with Participant 1, who was present for the same meeting but downplayed the 
significance of the video having been shown. 
Theme Three: How LG Identity Is Enacted 
 Over the course of the three rounds of interviews, each participant spoke at length 
about how she/he enacts LG identity in the work context. Several sub-themes emerged in 
the category of identity enactment: what “out” looks like; advice to new LG leaders; and 
intersections of race, gender, and sexual orientation. Each of these sub-themes is 
described below. 
 Sub-theme one: What “out” means. As researchers such as Jackson (2006), 
Tooms (2009) and Connell (2012) have described, being “out” can mean and look like 
different phenomena from person to person. Moreover, being out can look different on an 
intrapersonal level, as an LG person may reveal or perform his/her identity in different 
ways across different contexts and settings. During the interviews, I asked each 
participant to describe what “out” meant or looked like for her/him. In response to this 
prompt, Participant 7, for example, prefaced his remarks on outness with the statement, 
“There’s not a lot of time for personal stuff [in the office]” (personal communication, 
March 8, 2015). Participant 7, who holds a position just below that of an assistant 
superintendent in a very large school district and is based in an administrative office,  
stated, “I think everyone …Most people in my building know that I have a partner and 
we’ve been together, as far as they know, a long time. But, I don’t…it’s not something 
that…that I live by or anything like that” (personal communication, March 8, 2015). In 
this sense, Participant 7 is reinforcing the notion put forth by Rumens and Kerfoot (2009) 
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that, in professional settings, gay men often minimize their sexual identity in order to 
conform to the values of heteronormative workplaces and to dispel stereotypes of gay 
men as being overly focused on sex. Participant 7 went on to mention that some people in 
his office know his partner of 17 years (whom he married during the course of the study) 
and that those who do know him ask about him. Participant 7 also stated that, pertaining 
to the perception of his sexual orientation among his co-workers, “It seems as if 
everyone’s cool with it. I don’t discuss it very often with people.” Here, Participant 7’s 
comments reflect those of LG participants in other studies (Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; 
Williams, Giuffre, & Dellinger, 2009) who viewed discussions of their spouses/partners 
as inappropriate for the workplace, even in environments which were otherwise described 
as LG-friendly. In addition, given that public school leaders have historically been 
expected to reinforce community norms (Blount, 2003; Lugg, 2003a, 2003b), it is not 
surprising that some school leaders who identify as out would still want to downplay their 
sexual orientation while at work.  
 Participant 6, when asked about her level of outness, began by saying, “In terms 
of me personally telling somebody that I’m gay is not something that I normally do as a 
practice” (personal communication, March 1, 2015). She then added, “I think it’s quite 
obvious still, just based on my appearance and how I carry myself. I don’t think there’s 
any question at all as to who I am.” In commenting on her appearance, Participant 6 
intended to convey that her body shape, choice of clothing, and hairstyle resemble 
stereotypes of a “butch” (i.e., masculine-appearing) lesbian woman. As Rumens and 
Kerfoot (2009) observed, LG workers often use clothing to maximize or minimize their 
sexual orientation, and Participant 7 seems to do this with the attire she chooses. As an 
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additional note about her level of outness, Participant 6 mentions her partner in 
conversations at work and noted that many of her colleagues know her partner.  
 Participant 5 works in an urban middle school that she describes as having a large 
number of LG parents as well as a strong social justice focus. When asked about her level 
of outness, she stated, “I would say totally because everybody knows who my partner is” 
(personal communication, March 1, 2015). In response to a follow-up question, 
Participant 5 responded affirmatively when asked whether the students at her school 
knew who her partner was when they saw her. Participant 5 recounted an incident at 
school that she believes indicates her students’ acceptance of her partner, to whom she is 
also married (Participant 5 uses the term “partner” at work and “wife” in her personal 
life): 
I was in the cafeteria, I think I was eating a salad, I had a group of boys around 
me. And my salad was like this perfect looking thing, like you didn’t want to 
touch it, it was so pretty, you want to take pictures of it. And the kids were like, 
‘Oh my god, who made that?’ And I’m like, ‘My wife.’ And it was funny because 
everybody, all the kids were kind of like, OK, you know?  
 
As Participant 5 related this anecdote, she indicated that in doing so she intended to 
illustrate that her sexual orientation is both known and well-accepted by the students in 
her school.  
 Participant 4, who holds a district-level director position, initially described 
herself as totally out, then later added this qualification: “With the students, I’m not 
necessarily out like I am with the teachers. But if a student asks me, I would tell them the 
truth” (personal communication, March 3, 2015). Participant 4 related a couple of 
examples of how she handles questions from students that pertain to her sexual 
orientation. In one account, Participant 4 recounted a time when students asked questions 
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about her family pictures: “Like if I’m showing pictures of our grandchild, and my 
partner’s in it, and they [students] say, ‘Who’s that?’ And I say, ‘That’s my partner.’ And 
if they move on that, I would have a conversation with them” . In a district where she 
previously worked as a classroom teacher, Participant 4 described a situation in which 
students asked questions about her family pictures: “I [had] a picture of my partner and 
my daughter on my desk. They’re like, ‘Who’s that, your sister?’ And I’m like, ‘No, 
that’s my partner.’ ‘What does that mean?’ I said, ‘Well, it’s like your mom and dad, 
we’re her mom and mom.” The students did not react negatively, and her matter-of-fact 
tone while relating the story indicated that students were unfazed by her disclosure. Like 
Participant 6, Participant 4 also stated that some colleagues might surmise her sexual 
orientation from her physical appearance. She noted that she “can look very femme,” 
(i.e., stereotypically feminine), especially when she is thinner. Participant 4 noted that she 
currently is on the heavier side and therefore does not wear dresses or high heels. She 
also described her “spiky blond hair” as a physical feature that tends to get noticed and 
that some co-workers might view as different from normative women’s hairstyles.  
 Participant 3, a principal at a large urban elementary school, identifies as out to 
everyone in his school community, including students and their parents. He has been an 
out educator since being hired as an openly gay teacher in a previous district in an 
Eastern state in 1996. In addition, when Participant 3 was interviewed for the assistant 
principal job, a position he held for several years in his current school before being 
promoted to principal, he said to the principal, “Just to let you know, I’m gay. If that’s a 
problem, let me know.” Congruent with research by Riggle et al. (2008) on the positive 
aspects of being LG, Participant 3 further stated that being fully out can be an asset, 
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including on the occasions when a parent makes a derogatory remark based on his sexual 
orientation, a situation that has occurred several times during his 13-year tenure at his 
present school. Participant 3 has noted that he confronts anyone who makes anti-LG 
remarks and demands that they show a respectful attitude toward all persons if they want 
to be allowed on school grounds. As noted earlier, Participant 3 has occasionally been the 
target of anti-LG remarks from parents, and he typically confronts these incidents head-
on by immediately telling the other person that he will not tolerate disrespect. Participant 
3 has not experienced any ongoing anti-LG remarks from a parent. Thus, it appears that 
his habit of directly confronting someone who has made an offensive remark may have 
curbed offensive behavior. 
 Participant 2, who works as a district-level administrator in a suburban, 
Northeastern school district with a progressive reputation on social issues, stated that she 
has been out for most of the 21 years in which she has worked in the district. Participant 
2 did not describe a particular moment in time when she came out. Rather, like some of 
the participants in Riggle et al.’s (2008) study, she described a process that occurred over 
a period of several years. When Participant 2 was still a classroom teacher in her current 
district, she became friends with another teacher, and “…everybody knew she was gay, 
and she was almost overly out. And some of that was just kind of an overreaction at the 
time because she really kind of waved her flag in your face” (personal communication, 
March 3, 2015). As Participant 2’s friendship with the out teacher became more widely 
known, people started to “make the assumption that because I was friendly with her that I 
must be gay too.” Participant 2 went on to state, “I was kind of outed because of my 
connection and my friendship to somebody else.” She then added, “As my colleagues, my 
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close colleagues learned that I was gay, they didn’t care. And I didn’t really care…I 
never outed myself to my students. But if they figured it out, or if they knew or if they 
assumed…I didn’t care, that was fine. My point wasn’t to be there to be gay or straight, 
my point was to be there as their teacher.” Participant 2 recounted how, over the years, 
people became aware that she is gay by getting to know her and that her sexual 
orientation “was just a matter of fact like anyone else.” Participant 2 observed that most 
of her administrative colleagues are aware of her sexual orientation and are supportive. 
Participant 2 married her longtime partner in the summer of 2014, and she noted that 
several of her work colleagues attended her wedding.  
 When I asked Participant 1 what “out at work” looks like for him, he initially 
responded, “I think out just means that if people were to ask” (personal communication, 
February 15, 2015), and then he hesitated for a moment. After pausing for a few seconds, 
he added, “I kind of assume that I’m out at work, and I put myself in that category 
because if anyone were to ever ask…I have no problem saying [I’m gay]” . Participant 1 
added, “Most people know I’m gay…I’ve been in the district a long time…so I think 
people who know me or have seen me out and about know that I would be gay.” 
Participant 1 added that being out at work would, in his opinion, mean that others were 
aware that he was gay. As is often the case with persons who have a dimension of their 
identity that is marginalized (Tooms, 2009), Participant 1 emphasized that he views 
himself as typical of someone who grew up in the Midwest and that he does not view his 
life as being different from anyone else’s. Here, Participant 1 demonstrates a pattern 
identified by Goffman (1963) in which a person who belongs to a majority group in most 
respects but differs in one or more important dimensions (in this case, sexual orientation)  
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minimizes difference and emphasizes similarities with those in the majority (in this case, 
White, heterosexual, Midwesterners). 
 Participant 1’s statements are noteworthy on other levels as well. First, he sees 
himself as typifying a Midwesterner, perhaps because he is White and is a descendant of 
the dominant Northern European groups that established cities and towns in certain parts 
of the Midwest. As Doane (2014) pointed out, Americans who are White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants (“WASPs”) often view their experiences as typical, normative, and 
generalizable to the rest of the population. In addition, as Johnson (2006) described in his 
analysis of those who often overlook their own privilege, Participant 1 does not 
acknowledge or describe any privilege he may enjoy as a White, college-educated male. 
Thus, Participant 1, in describing his background and culture, normifies both his 
individual and cultural identity, possibly as a means of emphasizing the aspects of his 
identity that would be viewed as typical of leaders (i.e., being White and male) while de-
emphasizing the aspect of his identity (gay) that would render him as a “bad fit” (Tooms 
et al., 2010).  
Sub-theme two: Advice to new LG leaders. An additional sub-theme emerged 
as participants discussed how they enact their LG identity at work. I asked all participants 
were asked what advice they would give to an LG person who was entering the education 
leadership sector and wanted to be out at work. A number of participants said their advice 
would be, “Be yourself.” Further probing revealed a bit more insight into this type of 
response. Participant 2, for example, emphasized the role of context and history by 
stating that a person who has a history of being out in a particular setting should stay out. 
On the other hand, Participant 2 noted that if a person were coming into a new setting, it 
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would be best to let colleagues get to know her/him a professional and as a leader before 
coming out. Participant 2 went on to state in her view a leader’s primary duty is her/his 
professional role and also added, “There’s something to be said for protecting your 
personal life a little bit...allow people to get to know you, but get to know them first 
before you bare your soul” (personal communication, March 3, 2015). Participant 2 also 
noted that “it [coming out at work] really depends on who you are as a person because 
then you’re going to be comfortable handling whatever comes down the pike.” As 
Brower (2013) observed, LG persons must continually decide to what degree, if any, they 
will share their sexual identity. In the case of Participant 2, she takes the position that an 
LG leader should become familiar with her/his work environment  and determine how 
safe it is to be out before revealing one’s sexual identity. Given the high level of 
workplace discrimination faced by LG individuals (deLeon & Brunner, 2012), the 
cautionary approach advocated by Participant 2 may be a wise option, especially in 
workplaces where no protections exist for LG employees. 
Participant 3 also said that he would advise a new LG leader to “be yourself.” 
Like Participant 2, he emphasized his view that an LG leader, like any leader, must 
develop “a backbone” as well as “a global view of what school is about” (personal 
communication, March 30, 2015). Participant 3 likely made this statement as a result of 
experiencing challenging situations with parents and colleagues. Participant 5 echoed 
similar sentiments by saying, “Be persistent…Just be yourself” (personal communication, 
April 5, 2015). She then added, “Whether you’re out, gay, straight, whatever, just be you 
and be true to yourself and be true to your own personal code of ethics.” Similarly, 
Participant 6 stated that her advice to a new LG school leader would be, “Be who you 
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are” (personal communication, April 12, 2015). She then continued, “Everything I do is 
pretty much about who I am…the things that you do represent who you are in terms of 
values and…what you deem is important in education.” Clearly, there was consensus 
among the participants that leaders should develop core personal and professional values 
and should adhere to those values even under challenging circumstances.  
Participant 7 sounded a more cautionary in comparison to other participants. He 
indicated that the decision on whether to come out might depend on “where they [LG 
leaders] are in their career…If I was still in the classroom I would probably be more in 
the closet than out of the classroom” (personal communication, March 22, 2015).  
Participant 7 noted the “large and vocal” Mormon community in his area, and then 
related a story about a male friend who had been a teacher and was accused by a male 
student of making sexual advances after the friend had a falling out with the student’s 
mother. Participant 7 firmly believes the allegations were false, but the friend nonetheless 
went to jail, lost his job, and is now on parole. According to Participant 7, “his life is 
ruined.” Participant 7 continued, “My advice would be to be very careful [about coming 
out]…so many people that are anti-gay are the ones that want to associate being gay 
with…molestation and things like that.” Participant 7 added, “It’s not really the kids who 
I am worried about. It’s their parents that worry me more than anything.” Participant 7 
concluded by saying, “Any advice I would give to a young person…I wouldn’t go into 
detail…other than to say just be careful.”  
Participant 7’s advice to new LG leaders clearly stems largely from his personal 
experience. Yet, he is also keenly aware of persistent stereotypes of gay men as sexual 
predators. As Rumens and Kerfoot (2009) acknowledge, the assumption of discrimination 
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at work is still prevalent among gay male employees, as are stereotypes that gay men are 
hypersexual beings who cannot be taken seriously—or treated seriously—as 
professionals. Moreover, Participant 7 spent 20 years in the military, an institution where 
openly identifying as LG was, at the time, grounds for discharge. Thus, it is not 
surprising that, given the confluence of factors in his professional experience, Participant 
7 would urge caution to an educator who is considering being out at work.  
Sub-theme three: Intersections of race, gender, and sexual orientation. As 
mentioned previously, the participants represented a remarkable range of diversity, 
considering the small sample size. In several cases, particularly among the participants 
who were female and/or of color, race and gender were also mentioned as dimensions of 
identity that affected the participants’ professional experiences. Ferber (2014) 
commented that “intersectionality” is a term that was originally developed to describe 
how a confluence of social identities can create systems or experiences of oppression and 
privilege. For example, an educational leader who is lesbian, female, and Black may face 
more marginalization or career obstacles than a colleague who is gay, male, and White. 
As Ferber (2014) also noted, persons who belong to historically marginalized groups tend 
to identify their minority status (e.g., Black, LGBT, or person with a disability) as a 
central aspect of their identity, whereas persons from majority groups usually do not.  
 In my study, four of the seven participants were White. Perhaps not surprisingly, 
based on Ferber’s (2014) assertions about the phenomenon of White persons overlooking 
their own racial identity, three of the four White participants did not mention their race 
when discussing their identities or workplace experiences. Participant 1, in fact, described 
himself as someone “typical” of the Midwest. Of the White participants, only Participant 
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3, who works in a large elementary school where most of the students are of color, 
discussed the intersection of his race and his work experience. In his particular case, he 
cited being White as an occasional detriment, especially when working with parents 
whose children have been disciplined. Participant 3 stated that parents sometimes “play 
the race card” (personal communication, March 29, 2015) and claim that their children 
are being disciplined because they are of color and Participant 3 is White. Participant 3 
said that he usually tries to deflect such accusations by focusing on the student’s behavior 
and the school’s discipline code. Nonetheless, Participant 3 continues to feel that he is 
seen by some in the parent community as a “bad guy” because he is White. Participant 3 
did not, however, cite any instances of personal or institutional discrimination that he had 
experienced because of his race. However, he also did not reflect on why some members 
of the community might perceive him negatively because of his race, nor did he discuss 
the fact that he, too, has a racial identity and may be perceived by some community 
members as a person with privilege because he is White, male, and holds a position of 
power.  
 Participant 5, a Black woman, had a different perspective than the White 
participants. She stated that the barriers she has experienced in her career have been 
based on her color and/or gender rather than on her sexual orientation. She stated, 
“…because I don’t present as gay…I have to worry more about is it my color because 
I’m Black or is it because I’m a female…that they’re not going to give me [a leadership 
position]” (personal communication, March 1, 2015). Participant 5 later added that there 
are in fact many Black female principals in her large urban district and that being Black 
“actually helps me with students,” especially in terms of being a role model. But, 
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Participant 5 also noted that “…the first thing they see [when a person looks at me] is 
color…In my [current district], I don’t think that’s going to hurt me. In the other district I 
was in, I think it did. I think it was more of a color thing.” While Participant 5’s 
statements may appear to be contradictory—she feels that her race and/or gender are 
barriers to leadership positions, even though her district has many Black female leaders—
she clearly feels that race and gender have been barriers in other districts in the past. 
Because she has faced discrimination in the past, she fears she may face it again.  
 In a subsequent interview, however, Participant 5 stated that she feels more 
conscious of being Black in her current district than she did in her previous district, 
which was located in a Southern state. Participant 5 cited the particular characteristics of 
her school, which is “in the hood,” (personal communication, April 5, 2015) but is also 
what the district calls a “choice school,” meaning that parents from other parts of the city 
can send their children to the school if they feel their neighborhood schools are not of 
acceptable quality. Because of its choice school status, Participant 5 asserted that “people 
with money, or the White, we call them privileged…they put their kids in the choice 
school.” Participant 5 went on to describe a recent meeting during which “I told a…group 
of all White parents one morning, I’ve never felt so African American in my life since I 
came here.” Participant 5 did not elaborate on why she felt this way, but one might 
surmise that the powerful White stakeholders in her school community exert a strong 
influence over the life and culture of the school, even though it is situated within a 
diverse, urban school district. As a result, Participant 5 may feel a stronger sense of racial 
difference than she has in previous work settings.  
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As Parent, DeBlaere, and Moradi (2013) noted, notions of the interactions of race, 
gender, and sexual orientation have typically rested on additive, multiplicative, or 
interactional approaches to identity construction and personal experience. In the case of 
Participant 5, who is a Black lesbian woman, her intersecting identities might make her 
more susceptible to workplace discrimination. However, she asserts that race and gender 
outweigh sexual orientation in her case. Participant 5 also stated both in interviews and in 
her written reflection that she does not appear stereotypically gay (i.e., her appearance 
and gender performance conform to traditional  expectations for women, and she is able 
to minimize her sexual orientation if she chooses). Thus, Participant 5 may have 
successfully “covered” (Yoshino, 2006) her LG identity in certain workplace interactions, 
thus rendering gender and race as more prominent in some of her colleagues’ minds. In 
addition, as Participant 5 herself indicated, context matters when considering her multiple 
identities. Though she has experienced discrimination in other places in the past, she feels 
more aware of her race in her current environment because the privileged persons in the 
community are friendly toward LG persons but are also mostly White.  
 Participant 5 continued by describing how she had recently taken down posters 
displaying the “#blacklivesmatter” social media tag. She explained that she did so for two 
primary reasons: the students who put them up had not asked her permission, and she also 
did not understand the posters’ meaning or context as she is not familiar with many of the 
social media sites that her students use. She added that taking down the posters created 
some ill feelings on the part of both White and Black members of the school community, 
but that she justified her actions by explaining that posters cannot be put up without an 
obvious context or purpose. Participant 5 went on to relate how, when she was a teacher, 
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she always felt confident that she would be able to find a job, because she was “Black, 
female, and a math teacher…who wouldn’t hire [me]?” (personal communication, April 
5, 2015). Participant 5 then added, however, that “being a Black female administrator, it 
might be a little different now. I have to hold on to what I can get.” Participant 5 did not 
elaborate on this last statement, and again she may seem to be contradicting herself. My 
conclusion, however, is that Participant 5 is very much aware of the challenges that racial 
and ethnic minorities still face in education leadership. According to the National Center 
for Education Statistics (n.d.), about 80% of public school principals are White, a 
disproportionately high number given that White students make up about half  of the U.S. 
public school population. Thus, Participant 5 may feel that leadership opportunities will 
be limited, despite her report that there are many leaders of color in her school system.  
 Participant 6, a Filipina-American woman, asserted that she had never had any 
negative professional experiences based on her race, gender, or sexual orientation. In fact, 
like some of the participants in Riggle et al.’s (2008) research who stated that being LG 
gave them a greater sense of empathy and understanding of diverse populations, she saw 
her multiple identities as a positive factor on the job because of the range of knowledge 
and life experience that she brings to her work. Participant 6 did recount, however, a 
recent disappointing experience relative to her involvement in a professional 
development series at her school that had originally been slated to focus on race and 
privilege. Participant 6 had begun working on the series during her tenure as an 
administrator at her school, and continued to be involved once she returned to the 
classroom during the second semester of the 2014-2015 school year. Upon returning from 
a trip out of the country, Participant 6 discovered that the Building Leadership Team 
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(BLT) had changed the direction of the series, particularly the last session, based on a 
view that previous sessions had caused the staff to be unhappy and harbor negative 
feelings about the school. Participant 6 stated that she believed that many staff members 
were resistant to the series because they were uncomfortable having discussions about 
race and privilege. She further stated that the White members of the staff, in particular, 
felt that the school had no problems in the areas of race and privilege and that discussions 
about these topics were making for a more challenging work environment. Participant 6 
was clearly disappointed in the change in direction for the professional development 
series and felt that her school had missed a chance to have valuable and timely 
discussions about important topics.  
 The two White women in my study had slightly differing perspectives on the 
intersection of gender and sexual orientation. Participant 2 stated that she had never 
encountered any professional barriers as a woman. Rather she implied that her gender 
was probably an advantage, noting that women constitute the majority of employees in 
the education sector. Participant 4, on the other hand, felt that being a woman was a much 
more significant barrier in her workplace than her sexual orientation. While she noted 
that her district’s leadership team was evenly divided along gender lines, Participant 4 
pointed out that she is paid less than male colleagues who do comparable work. 
Participant 4 also feels that she may have been denied job opportunities because  her 
gender performance is sometimes “less feminine” than  traditional notions of how women 
should appear. Participant 4 also described how a  woman colleague in a nearby district 
once told her that she was “not polished enough” to get a job in certain districts; this 
colleague then told Participant 4, “I’m gonna smooth you out.”  Participant 4 stated that 
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she was unsure what her colleague meant by these remarks, but she guessed they were the 
result of her gender presentation, her sexual orientation, or both.  
 Consistent with Ferber’s (2014) conclusion that marginalized aspects of one’s 
identity tend to be named and discussed while non-marginalized identities are not, White 
identity was not mentioned by anyone in the study except for Participant 3, even though 
Participants 1 and 4 both work in areas with large number of students of color. 
Interestingly, Participant 7 had little to say about his identity as a Black man, with the 
exception of noting the virtual absence of Black principals in his large district.  
Theme Four: History of Working in Settings With a Visible LG Presence 
 An additional theme that emerged during the interviews and in the written 
reflections was that several participants had worked in schools in which there were many 
out LG staff. Indeed, participants who had worked in such settings identified the support 
and camaraderie they found there to be critical in their professional development. These 
participants’ experiences were particularly surprising because deLeon and Brunner 
(2012), in a study of LG school administrators, found that most were closeted and 
experienced “cycles of fear” regarding discrimination and job loss. Lugg (2003a) and 
Tooms (2007) also noted that school leadership has been a highly heteromormative sector 
since the 1950s and that school administrators are often expected to exemplify the 
heteronormative values of their communities. At the organizational level, Participants 1, 
3, and 7 all work for a district with several LG leaders who occupy key leadership 
positions, including the superintendent. Participant 1 described the superintendent as: 
Very out…you frequently will see him in…the gay clubs around town. He does a 
lot for the gay youth center here…he’s one of the most powerful people here [in 
the metropolitan region], especially when you’re the superintendent of one of the 
country’s largest school systems (personal communication, February 15, 2015).  
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Participant 1 went on to mention that 5-6 assistant superintendents, who are in charge of 
overseeing several of the district’s sub-regions, are also LG. Participant 1 described these 
LG leaders, as well as the superintendent, as people who are “focusing on the cause in 
which [they are] serving, which is the students, the children of our community, not [their] 
own agenda on the side” (personal communication, March 29, 2015). Participant 1 also 
felt that LG leaders in his district enact their LG identity in a manner similar to his own. 
That is, they do not wear LG pride symbols or march in LG pride parades, but in 
conversation it will become apparent to their listeners that they are LG.  
 By contrast, Participant 3 also noted the presence of several high-profile out LG 
leaders in the district, but he expressed more ambivalence about their effect on the district 
than Participant 1. For example, Participant 3 felt that the out LG leaders were not 
forthcoming enough about their sexual orientation and expressed his frustration by 
saying, “We can’t move forward unless somebody like walks out of the closet and 
talks…can you let us know that you’re different?” (personal communication, February 
22, 2015). Participant 3 went on to say that despite the presence of LG district leaders, he 
does not feel supported by them in addressing LG issues or in obtaining needed funds or 
materials for his school. Other remarks by Participant 3 indicated that he felt slighted by 
district LG leaders. For example, he asked, “If you’re representing gay/lesbian people, 
why aren’t you doing something for us?” Participant 3’s perception seemed to be that 
district-level LG leaders sometimes avoid being associated with school-level leaders who 
express their outness in more visible ways. Such a view would be confirmed by 
participants in Rumens and Kerfoot’s (2009) study, in which some gay male participants 
expressed discomfort with gay men who behave in more stereotypical ways, such as 
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using “camp” humor. In addition, Participant 3 seems to expect attention from his 
district’s LG leaders, especially in terms of funding or other resources for programs at his 
school.  
 Participant 7, who works in the same district as Participants 1 and 3, did not 
discuss the presence or impact of any other out LG leaders in the district. Instead, he 
focused on his personal experiences as a gay man working within the district. Participant 
7 said that he believed he is the only gay person his office, which has, in his estimation, 
40-45 employees. Nonetheless, Participant 7 said that he feels there is good support 
around his sexual orientation. When asked about the impact of his outness on his office 
and/or his district, Participant 7 said, “I don’t know what’s said away from me…but it 
just seems as if everyone’s cool with it. I don’t discuss it very often with people” 
(personal communication, March 8, 2015). Participant 7 also contrasted his experience of 
being gay in education with being gay in the military, where he was never able to reveal 
his sexual orientation during his 20-year career.  
 Participant 2 also spoke of her experience of working in a district that has a 
history of visible LG employees, most of whom have been teachers. As noted earlier, 
when Participant 2 was a teacher in the district, she became friends with a teacher who 
was known to be out, and that friendship led to Participant 2 being perceived as a lesbian 
herself by her co-workers. While Participant 2 found the assumptions disconcerting at 
first, she indicated that over time she came to accept that fact that others figured out that 
she is a lesbian by association with another out lesbian. Though Participant 2 did not 
identify any other out LG leaders in her district, she did say that she knows a number of 
teachers who are LG, some of whom are out across the board and some of whom are out 
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to only a few people. Interestingly, Participant 2 cited the friendship of a high-level LG 
ally as being instrumental in fostering a districtwide leadership climate that is friendly to 
LG staff throughout the district.  
 On the school level, several participants noted that they currently work or have 
worked in schools or offices with a large number of out LG staff, though none stated that 
they had deliberately chosen to work in these settings because of prior knowledge 
regarding the climate for LG employees. Participant 1, for example, noted that in his first 
year of teaching in his current district the school at which he was hired had “a third to a 
fourth of the staff [who] were gay men or lesbians. And so it was just very normal, very 
casual within the school” (personal communication, March 3, 2015). Participant 1 went 
on to describe the principal, who said that she liked to hire gay people, though she never 
explicitly explained her reasons. Participant 1 also stated, “I think that [working with 
other LG teachers] may have helped too, to see a lot of older gay men that were in the 
field at my school, a lot of older lesbian women who were out at school and there weren’t 
any issues.” Participant 1’s comments about his first school illustrate Connell’s (2012) 
finding regarding the “microculture” of schools, and how the influence of a leader can set 
the tone of the building. Just as Connell’s (2012) research showed wide variations in 
school culture within the same district and even within the same neighborhood, 
Participant 1 commented that many of his friends who worked in other schools in the 
district at the time said they felt they were the only LG persons in their schools, in 
contrast to his school environment where “everyone appeared to either be gay or very 
gay-friendly.”  
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 Participant 3 noted that he “has an awesome rock star gay teacher [and] and 
awesome out gay instructional assistant” (personal communication, February 22, 2015) at 
his school. He also had an out gay assistant principal in the 2013-14 school year, and, as 
previously noted, Participant 3 took over the job of an out gay assistant principal when he 
came to his school in 2002. Participant 3 also mentioned that he was originally hired as 
an out gay teacher in a previous district in a Southern state in 1996, so he has been out for 
a long time. As indicated earlier, though there are number of out LG leaders in 
Participant 3’s district, he does not always feel supported by them, nor does he feel that 
the overall culture of the district or of its metropolitan region is particularly LG friendly. 
Participant 3 said, in fact, that he feels the region is quite conservative overall. He 
believes that, outside of a few areas in the city, LG persons often stay closeted and “when 
they see you in the grocery store, [they’re] not gonna say hi” (personal communication, 
March 29, 2015), presumably because they do not want to be seen conversing with an 
openly LG person.  
 Given the discontinuity that can exist in a school district, even one with an out 
gay superintendent and other high-level LG leaders such as the one where Participants 1, 
3, and 7 work, it is reasonable to ask what conditions are necessary to ensure a 
districtwide culture of LG acceptance and support. The district in which Participant 2 
works seems to have “institutionalized” support for LG staff, but that district is only a 
fraction of the size of the district where Participants 1, 3, and 7 work. Clearly the 
superintendent of that district seeks to effect districtwide change by implementing the 
cultural competency trainings, but if the varying perspectives of the Participants 1, 3, and 
7 are any indication, the effort is likely to be met with mixed results.  
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Theme Five: History of Working With Marginalized Populations 
 Another consistent theme among many of the participants is that they have 
worked or do work with historically marginalized students, such as students with 
disabilities, students who are English Language Learners, and/or students living in 
poverty. Participants typically shared this information in response to an interview 
question regarding their path to education leadership. Participant 4, for example, began 
her professional life by working with a homeless youth initiative. She noted, with some 
irony, that at the time she “was making more money than anybody coming out of school 
with a bachelor’s degree in psychology” (personal communication, January 28, 2015). 
After a few years, Participant 4 decided to change careers and go into education. Because 
of her experience with homeless youth, many of whom she described as “schizophrenics 
and drug addicts,” she opted to work in a special education emotional support classroom 
in an urban district. In that setting, in which she had a classroom of sixteen students and 
“no books, no nothing” she had her knee broken when she tried to break up a fight 
between two students. After returning to work from medical leave, Participant 4 went on 
to work in the Teach for America program and stated, “I got really good at my job, but 
for the first four years I wasn’t good…I cried every day going to work, and I cried every 
day on my way home.” Though Participant 4 has worked in a suburban district for the 
past seven years, she still works in a high-poverty setting and oversees special education 
programs. While Participant 4 wishes to continue to dedicate herself to overseeing special 
education programs, she noted that she has never worked in a setting with adequate 
resources and would like to have the opportunity to do so. 
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 Participant 1, by contrast, began his career as a general education teacher. 
However, he was working at a bilingual school and was encouraged to obtain an English 
as a Second Language (ESL) certification. At the time, he was also co-teaching with a 
special education teacher, so he obtained an additional certification as well as a master’s 
degree in special education. Participant 4 continued to teach both general and special 
education students for eight years. Upon entering his Ph.D. program, Participant 4 was 
teaching in a self-contained class for students with more severe learning and/or 
speech/language impairments. Because his students had exceptionally high growth rates 
in English/language arts, Participant 4 had the opportunity to provide professional 
development trainings to staff in approximately 85 schools to support teachers with 
inclusive practices that would support the inclusion of students with disabilities in general 
education settings. Participant 4 is now in his first year as principal of a school that has 
been identified as underachieving. He notes that more than half of his students live in 
poverty, and that more than half of the students are English Language Learners (ELLs). 
Participant 1 states that he is excited to be leading the school, in part because he has “the 
opportunity to come in with new ideas, I have 52% of my teaching staff that’s completely 
brand new…so we’re recreating the culture, we’re recreating the climate, we’re 
recreating how we want to develop our instruction” (personal communication, January 
11, 2015). The initiatives that Participant 1 is leading are consistent with his other 
assertions about the principal as the instructional leader of a school as well as his 
statements regarding the importance of helping staff and students understand how data on 
academic growth can shape instruction and learning.  
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 In talking with Participant 2, she discussed her lifelong interest in working with 
students with disabilities. Participant 2 grew up in a suburban area outside of a large 
Northeastern city, and she noted that she had wanted to work in special education since 
the time she was in fourth grade. She stated that her childhood school district had classes 
for students with Down Syndrome and other conditions that resulted in intellectual 
disabilities. Of the students in those classes, Participant 4 remarked, “I just connected 
with them…I used to go and volunteer in their classroom. I loved being around the kids, 
and I was just so fascinated with them, they were just the nicest kids” (personal 
communication, January 19, 2015). Participant 2, who earned a master’s degree with a 
focus on learning disabilities, began her teaching career working in private and 
alternative for students with disabilities, “really hardcore alternative schools for 
emotionally disturbed kids.” Participant 4 also worked in the education units of several 
psychiatric treatment facilities before being hired as a special education teacher in her 
current district. When Participant 4 was asked to take on an administrative role in her 
district’s special education department, she stated, with an appropriate dose of humor and 
irony, “I’d always been of the belief that I would stay with that population [students with 
emotional disturbance] until I was more dangerous to them than they were to me” 
(personal communication, January 28, 2015). 
 Like Participant 2, Participant 3 had an early interest in working with students 
with disabilities. When he was in high school, Participant 3 “started volunteering and 
stuff with kids who were disabled. And it just came to me. So I believe that…I was given 
a God-given talent” (personal communication, January 19, 2005). He went on to describe 
his first teaching job in a school district outside a Southern city where the students with 
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disabilities “were usually dumped in [my] room forever.” However, he had, and still has, 
a philosophy of high expectations, and he described his students as “my handicapped 
children…the outcasts of society, I treated them like human beings, that they could do 
better. And they did do better.” Then as now, Participant 3 entered the education field to 
make a difference in other people’s lives, and he moved into school administration 
because he thought he could have a bigger impact being a school principal compared to 
being a classroom teacher. Though Participant 3 spoke of his frustrations with funding 
and overcrowding, he clearly believes that he is continuing his mission of making a 
difference in children’s lives, and he continues to work with students who are largely 
marginalized because of poverty, race, and ethnicity.  
 Participant 7, who spent 20 years in the military prior to entering the education 
field, also works in the field of special education and currently is co-leader of the special 
education division of his large district. Participants 5 and 6 both have backgrounds in 
general education but are currently working in a large, urban district with a large number 
of children who live in poverty. As Participant 2 stated during our first interview, 
“Special education teachers aren’t about curriculum, we’re about people” (personal 
communication, January 19, 2015). Though my sample is too small to make broad 
generalizations, perhaps most of the study participants have worked with marginalized 
populations because they, too, have experienced marginalization because of their sexual 
orientation, gender, and/or race. Whatever the case, the participants clearly have a 
passion for working with children who have traditionally been marginalized in American 
public schools.  
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Theme Six: Positive and Negative Consequences of Being Out 
 During the interview process, I asked all participants to identify positive and 
negative results of their being out at work. In response to this prompt, participants readily 
recounted stories illustrating both types of experiences. While participants felt 
overwhelmingly that being out at work has yielded positive effects both on themselves 
and others, several participants also had negative anecdotes to relate. One positive aspect 
of being out at work that several participants cited was their ability to be positive role 
models for students.  For example, Participant 5 stated that one of the most rewarding 
aspects of her job is: 
Being that role model, especially for all my kids, my Black kids, my African 
American kids, for my African American females. For my females and my males 
who are both GLBT because once they find out [that I’m gay], they love it. You 
know it’s like, “Oh, she’s cool, we can talk to her,” you know? And that helps in 
school when kids aren’t quite sure who they are. (personal communication, March 
1, 2015) 
 
As an African American female leader, Participant made it clear throughout the interview 
process that she feels she is a strong and affective role model for all of her students, but 
especially for students who are Black, female, and/or LG.  
 Participant 2 also spoke of gaining satisfaction from being a role model for 
students, although she was not explicitly out to them. As she stated: 
I was there [in the classroom] as a role model…If a kid saw me and thought, 
She’s gay and she’s a role model, that’s cool too…And I wasn’t going to lie about 
it [sexual orientation], I didn’t go to work there to lie about who I am, you know?  
(personal communication, March 3, 2015). 
 
Participant 2 also expressed that she feels she is a role model for all students, and added 
that she “didn’t necessarily want to limit a kid feeling like they could relate to me either 
by coming out and saying, ‘Yes, here I am [a lesbian], or no, I’m not.” In other words, 
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Participant 2 was not out to her students, and she justified her stance by saying that 
coming out to students would have restricted some student’s ability to see her as a role 
model. Thus, while Participant 2 enacted her outness differently than Participant 5, she 
still feels that she was able to be a role model for students.  
 In the case of Participant 4, she did not explicitly use the term “role model” to 
describe herself in her work setting, but she clearly views herself as someone who can 
support LGBT students. For example, Participant 4 said that when a student comes out in 
her district, she ensures that supports are in place for the student. Participant 4 may, for 
example, make key school staff, such as the principal, counselor, or psychologist aware 
that the student is LGBT. In addition, she will locate an out LG person in the school and 
ask that person to “keep your eyes out” for the student. Participant 4 also attempts to 
identify children who may have been inappropriately identified for special education 
services because of their LG status, and she attempts to change that identification if 
circumstances warrant. Participant 4 also noted that she volunteers at an LG community 
center in a nearby large city and is knowledgeable about resources in her metro area that 
can support LG youth. Participant 4 can sometimes use this knowledge to connect 
students with resources in the local area.  
 Participant 6 also spoke of how various aspects of her identity, including being an 
out lesbian school leader, have helped her in work with students. In particular, Participant 
6 spoke of the multiple aspects of her identity, including being female, lesbian, and 
Filipina. Participant 6 discussed presenting training modules developed by the National 
Education Association (NEA) to school staff around the country. A module that 
Participant 6 presented several times was one dealing with the intersection of race, 
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gender, and sexual orientation. Participant 6 stated that she has been able to bring her 
personal experiences to such trainings, and that her cultural background is an asset when 
presenting such trainings. Participant 6 feels that she has been able to provide support to 
her school, her district, and her students in understanding LG issues. Thus, while 
Participant 6 did not explicitly use the term “role model” to describe herself, she clearly 
feels that she brings something unique to her school community in terms of the 
intersecting aspects of her identity. 
 Another positive aspect of being out that the participants identified was their 
ability to share the fullness of their lives with their colleagues. For example, most 
participants spoke of discussing their spouses/partners, displaying family photographs on 
their desks, or sharing stories about important personal milestones, such as marrying their 
partners. When leaders are closeted, they are often not able to engage in any of these 
activities when they are at school. The study participants, however, clearly valued being 
able to share important life stories with their colleagues. 
 Participant 1, for example, said that he often tells coworkers what he and his 
partner did over the weekend or where they went on their most recent vacation. 
Participant 1 also noted that many people in school know his partner, as he has been to 
the schools a number of times, both during the school day and on the weekends. 
Participant 2 also discussed her openness about her partner, to whom she is now married. 
Participant 2 noted that several of her colleagues attended her wedding and that many 
who did not expressed regret that they did not know about it beforehand. Participant 3 is 
not currently married or partnered, but his statements demonstrated that his being 
completely out at work allows him to discuss personal concerns on the job, including 
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threats and slurs made by parents on the basis of his sexual orientation. Participant 4, who 
is married, described how she displays pictures of her family at work and talks to students 
about her partner. Participants 5 explained that her colleagues and students both know 
who her wife is and that they are very welcoming of her. Participant 6, who is married to 
participant 5, also mentioned that her colleagues know her wife and are very accepting of 
their partnership. Participant 7, who married his longtime partner during the course of the 
study, noted that many colleagues in his office know about his partner. In addition, 
several colleagues expressed enthusiasm when Participant 7 announced that he had 
recently gotten married.  
 Another positive aspect of being out that several participants cited was their 
ability to advocate for LG issues within their school systems. Participant 2, for example, 
was involved with efforts in her district to adopt domestic partnership language for 
administrators. In addition, a former superintendent in her district often sought her 
counsel on LG issues. An example Participant 2 gave was a proposal put forth by a 
doctoral student who wanted to conduct a longitudinal study of LGBT students in the 
district. Though the study has not occurred to date, the superintendent told Participant 2 
that he would value her involvement over the long term if the study were to materialize. 
Of that former superintendent, Participant 2 stated: 
I’ve had opportunities and discussions with him that I never would have had if I 
hadn’t been out. And he and I talked about life situations and family members, 
and his family and my experiences and that kind of thing. So I got to know him 
and he got to know me on a personal level, and that probably wouldn’t have 
happened if I had been in the closet. (personal communication, March 3, 2015).  
 
This statement by Participant 2 illustrates the opportunities for deeper engagement with 
others when LG leaders are out in schools.  
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 Participant 3 spoke extensively of his LG advocacy, including the involvement of 
Welcoming Schools at his building. This initiative, conducted under the auspices of the 
Human Rights Campaign, aims to create safer schools for LG students by providing staff 
training and other resources. Participant 3 has also invited members of the transgender 
community to volunteer in his school in an effort to attract classroom helpers from a wide 
variety of backgrounds. As he stated, “We have people in who are a part of our world and 
our community, who want to contribute, and you know, it takes all of us to educate kids, 
why deny people that?” (personal communication, February 22, 2015). Participant 4, on 
the other hand, discussed taking students out of her district to LG resources in nearby 
areas, rather than having persons come in from the outside. Participant 4 noted, for 
example, the existence of a LGBT youth group in a nearby town where she has done 
volunteer work. In addition, she reported that she takes a large group of students from her 
district to an annual event sponsored by an LGBT group at a local university.  
 Both Participants 5 and 6 have been active in a GLBT Anti-Bias Training Cadre, 
an initiative supported through the NEA’s Human and Civil Rights division. Through this 
effort, Participants 5 and 6 have conducted trainings and attended conferences around the 
country. The trainings that Participants 5 and 6 provide have often centered on the 
intersection of race, gender, and sexual orientation. Participant 6, as noted earlier, also 
feels that she can be an advocate and a resource both for her LG students as well as the 
large of LG parents who send their children to her school. Participant 7 did not indicate 
that he participated in any kind of organized advocacy efforts on behalf of LG issues, but 
he did cite instances of putting forth his own visibility as a gay man. For example, he 
notified his secretary that he planned to marry his partner, a disclosure that he felt was 
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risky because of his secretary’s religious affiliation. In addition, Participant recounted a 
conversation he had with a group of visiting educators from another state with a 
conservative reputation. During the course of meeting with the group, Participant 7 told 
one of the visitors that he and his partner were planning to be married. The visitor reacted 
enthusiastically and revealed that her son and his male partner were planning to be 
married also. These anecdotes illustrate that by being out, participants have been able to 
advocate successfully for themselves and for other LG members of their school 
communities. In addition, being out has allowed participants to interact with colleagues 
and students around LG topics that might not have otherwise been addressed had the 
participants been closeted. 
 Being out has also brought challenges to some participants. For example, 
Participant 3 mentioned several times that he had been the target of anti-gay remarks, 
usually by parents of students in his school. As Participant 3 stated in our third interview, 
“Every so often I’ll have a parent who will be like, ‘That faggot,’ and I’m like, ‘Excuse 
me?’…I’m not intimidated and I’m not in the closet. I will stand up for anything that I 
think is right and you [persons making anti-LG remarks] will not treat me like that” 
(personal communication, March 29, 2015).  Participant 3 also stated that his 
appointment for his first teaching position in another state without employment 
protections for LG persons was delayed for month, a delay that he attributes to his sexual 
orientation, though he did not say how the employer came to know of his sexual identity. 
However, Participant 1 noted that during that month while he was waiting for his 
appointment to be finalized, he became aware that he had many employment options and 
90 
 
determined that he could easily find other work if the teaching appointment did not come 
through.  
 Participant 4 reported one negative incident that she feels was definitely related to 
her sexual orientation. While working as a teacher in a large urban district, Participant 4 
was asked by her principal to remove a photograph of her family from her desk. The 
photograph included an image of her partner, and Participant 4 stated that the principal 
said it was “inappropriate.” Participant 4 was quite shocked by the request, given that the 
school system she worked for had not only an anti-discrimination policy that protected 
sexual orientation but also domestic partner benefits. When the incident occurred, 
Participant 4 enlisted the help of her union representative, she was able the put the picture 
back up, and she had no further problems from the principal. Participant 4 also related a 
conversation that occurred a few years ago with an administrator from a wealthier nearby 
district. The other administrator stated that Participant 4 would be an ideal candidate to 
work in the wealthier district except that, according to the other administrator, “You’re 
too rough around the edges. I’m going to help smooth you out” (personal communication, 
March 30, 2015). Participant 4 said she was unsure of the other person’s meaning, and 
felt that the statement could refer to “the gay thing” or to Participant 4’s tendency to be 
direct in her manner of speaking. Other than those two incidents, Participant 4 stated that 
she has not had any other negative experiences in the workplace because of her sexual 
orientation. 
 Participant 7 noted that he does feel comfortable being out at work, but he also 
sounded a strong cautionary note around the issue of coming out and clearly felt that 
there can be real dangers to being out, especially for teachers or other school personnel 
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who work directly with students.  Prior to entering the education sector, Participant 7 
served in the military for 20 years, a milieu in which there was a policy against openly 
LG service personnel.  During that time, he was not able to be out at all, despite the fact 
that he had a partner. In fact, Participant 7 wrote in his reflection that when he and his 
partner first got together, he referred to him as his friend, then later as his roommate. 
Participant 7 stated that he has found education to be a much more LG-friendly 
profession, and he did not recount any negative experiences based on his sexual 
orientation since he has entered the education field. As noted earlier, however, he did 
recount the story of a gay teacher friend who was, he believes, falsely accused of sexual 
misconduct with a student.  
Theme Seven: Sources of Personal and Professional Support 
 Throughout the interviews, participants cited a number of factors that support 
them in their personal and professional lives. In addition, most participants shared 
additional sources of support in the written reflection that they completed as the final 
portion of the data collection process. The writing prompt that was given to them was: As 
a person who has successfully negotiated the intersection of lesbian or gay identity and 
education leadership, can you talk about other factors that you have not yet discussed 
during any of the interviews e.g. significant people, experiences, events, etc. that were 
also instrumental in empowering you to be an out lesbian/gay administrator today?”  
Participants identified a number of personal and professional supports, and there was 
overlap among many responses.  
 Participant 1 identified coming out in his late teens as a factor that supported his 
workplace outness. Like several other participants, he engaged in LG activism in college 
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and has been out throughout his entire educational career. As mentioned earlier, 
Participant 1 had the unique experience of working for eight years at a school with a large 
number of LG staff and a culture that was characterized by a broad acceptance of LG 
persons. In his final reflection, Participant 1 reiterated the importance of working in that 
setting.  
 While Participant 1 worked at a school with an exceptionally supportive climate 
for LG staff, Participant 2 has spent her public school career in a district with an 
outstanding record on LG issues. Participant 2 noted that the teachers, support staff, and 
other administrators in her district have always been extremely supportive of her, even 
those who are outwardly conservative and/or religious. Like other participants, 
Participant 2 also identified her spouse as a significant source of support. Participant 2 
also cited her doctoral program as a key support. Participant 2 obtained her doctorate 
from a Roman Catholic institution, and she felt some trepidation about whether she 
would face discrimination regarding her sexual orientation. However, Participant 2 found 
that her professors and her dissertation chair were enormously supportive and caring. 
Thus, Participant 2 found a great deal of comfort and reassurance in the affirmation 
shown to her by the staff in her doctoral program. 
 Like Participant 1, Participant 3 came out at an early age and was an activist for 
LG issues in college. Participant 3 cited his current school staff as being strong supports 
for him, and in his final reflection, Participant 3 also stated that his best friend, a gay man 
he has known for 20 years, is one of his greatest sources of support. Participant 3 wrote 
that his friend inspired him to be “brave, courageous, and with integrity in my life” 
(personal communication, April 23, 2015). Participant 1 recalled that he and his best 
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friend single-handedly decided to picket the capital building of the state in which they 
lived to advocate for LG rights. Even though police quickly intervened and took away the 
sticks with which they carried their signs, Participant 3 recalled that he and his friend 
continued to march around the capital building smiling, chatting, and carrying what 
remained of their posters. As noted earlier, national organizations like HRC and 
Welcoming Schools have also played a part in supporting a positive LG climate at 
Participant 3’s school.  
 Though Participant 4 stated that said all she had to say in the interviews and did 
not offer any additional thoughts in her written reflection, she did indicate several sources 
of support during the interview process. On two occasions, she noted that being LG was 
completely normalized in her family environment when she was growing up, so she never 
felt there was any stigma to being LG. Participant 4 also has a wide social network that 
includes many persons who are active in LG causes, and she feels that she draws strength 
from those connections. In addition, Participant 4 feels that non-discrimination policies 
that include LG persons are helpful not only to herself but to her colleagues.  
 In her final reflection, Participant 5 noted that she had come out as a teacher, early 
in her education career. She noted that her principal at the time was supportive, even 
though the school was located in a conservative part of the country. Now that she has 
worked in a large district in the Pacific Northwest for several years, Participant 5 stated 
that her friends and colleagues in that area have been tremendously supportive. In 
addition, Participant 5 says that one of her greatest sources of support is her wife.  
 As is the case with Participants 1 and 3, Participant 6 came out at an early age. 
Similar to remarks made by Participant 4, Participant 6 noted that in her childhood and 
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adolescence, “LGBT folks were a normal part of my life and it was not a big deal” 
(personal communication, May 4, 2015). Participant 6 also cited her family and 
colleagues as sources of support. In particular, Participant 6 noted that she has been 
working in the same school for 15 years, so she feels that she has had a unique 
opportunity to be shaped and supported by the same colleagues over a long period of 
time. Participants 5 and 6 have also been active with diversity initiatives within the NEA, 
and they both cited their involvement and the connections they have made within that 
organization as being sources of support. 
 When describing personal and professional supports, Participant 7 began by 
discussing his family, which he characterized as “very religious and fairly traditional. My 
family was (and still is) a very loving family, yet discussing things that may be 
considered as ‘out of the ordinary’ was not a part of their beliefs” (personal 
communication, May 4, 2015). Participant 7, in his reflection, then described his time in 
the military, a period in his life when he knew that he was gay but did not disclose while 
on-duty. Participant 7 closed his reflection by noting that his partner, whom he has been 
with for 18 years and who is a strong source of support, is someone he has called “my 
roommate, my friend, my boyfriend, my partner, my domestic partner and as of one 
month…my husband.” Participant 7 credits an improved social and political climate for 
LG persons as helping him move to a point where he can comfortably identify himself as 
a married gay man. 
 In sum, commonalities exist among the participants’ sources of support. Most 
participants who are coupled identified their partner or spouse as being a key support. 
Others cited friends and colleagues as playing critical roles in personal and professional 
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support. In addition, several cited the policy environment and/or culture of their 
workplace as supporting their outness. And, in a few cases, participants identified local or 
national organizations, such as the NEA and Welcoming Schools, as sources of support. 
It is worth noting, however, that each participant’s story is remarkable in its own way and 
each participant reported something unique about her or his experience that has helped 
create a path to education leadership. 
Results and Interpretations 
Leadership Styles  
 Some authors, such as Snyder (2006) and Riggle et al. (2008), have suggested that 
LG leaders possess unique leadership styles that include a strong emphasis on workplace 
relationships, collaboration,  empathy, sensitivity to diversity, and a commitment to 
social justice. While my qualitative study involved a far smaller number of participants 
than the 3,500 leaders included in Snyder’s (2006) quantitative analysis and the 550 
participants in Riggle et al.’s (2008) qualitative studysome of  those authors’ conclusions 
are reflected in my participants’ responses, including the emphasis that most participants 
placed on relationships, collaboration, and the interpersonal aspects of their jobs. Snyder 
(2006), however, focused on business and non-profit leadersand Riggle et al.’s (2008) 
study examined the lives of participants from many professionas while my study focused 
on the public education sector only. Thus, some of my participants’ views on leadership 
are specific to the education sector, such as Participant 1’s vision of a principal as an 
instructional leader and Participant 3’s emphasis on the “New 3 Rs” in education, i.e. 
rigor, relevance, and relationships (DeWitt, 2012). Nonetheless, a discernible style that is 
characteristic of LG leaders was apparent among the participants.  
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Workplace Climate and Culture 
 Having three participants from the same large district offered an opportunity to 
glean multiple perspectives on that district’s culture from both macro and micro lenses. 
As Connell (2012) found, LG individuals who work for large school districts often 
characterize their work experiences in terms of the climate for LG persons in a particular 
school or office. In looking at the Los Angeles Unified School School District, an entity 
with strong protections for LG staff, Connell (2012) noted that the actual climate, or 
perception of climate, could vary widely from one school to another. For example, 
Connell (2012) noted that in one school she studied there were a number of openly LG 
staff and that there was a celebration of LG pride, while at another nearby school LG 
staff reported a negative climate where open discussion and celebration of LG issues did 
not take place because of opposition from the school’s administration. The statements 
from Participants 1, 3, and 7 certainly reflect the phenomenon of wide intra-district 
variation in school climate.  It is clear from the participants’ statements that their district 
is attempting to create a system-wide culture of acceptance across the spectrum of 
diversity, yet the participants’ varying perspectives suggest that school and system 
leaders are not fully confident that the cultural competency initiative will make a 
difference. Perhaps this ambivalence stems from the occasional anti-LG remarks that 
Participant 3 hears, or the continued lack of racial diversity that Participant 7 sees among 
the district’s administrative staff. Though the participants did not offer suggestions for 
improving the cultural competency initiative, it is clear that their lived experiences had an 
impact on their perception of the program.  
97 
 
 As an additional note on workplace culture, Participants 2 and 4, who work in 
smaller suburban districts, cited their districts’ demographics as reasons for the 
acceptance of LG leaders. Participant 2 recounted a decades-long history of progressive 
social policy in her district. She attributes this phenomenon to a community with a high 
concentration of affluent, well-educated parents who seek out a progressive environment 
for themselves and their children. Participant 2 stated she feels that an LG-friendly 
culture and policy environment are strongly institutionalized in her district and will 
remain in place even when longtime activists—including herself—retire or take jobs 
elsewhere. Participant 4, on the other hand, works in a low-performing district that is 
geographically suburban but has characteristics of large urban districts in terms of 
socioeconomic challenges, e.g. a high poverty rate and an eroding tax base. Participant 4 
feels that one can easily be an out LG leader in her district because there are there are 
many other issues—poverty, a small tax base, lack of parent involvement, and staff 
apathy—for district and community leaders to worry about. Thus, school districts with 
widely varying characteristics may be friendly territory for LG leaders, though it is 
noteworthy that these two districts fall at opposite ends of the achievement and 
socioeconomic spectrums. 
Performance of LG Identity 
 What “out” means. As Connell (2012) and Gilmore et al. (2011) asserted, being 
out is a highly individualistic phenomenon. Likewise, as Brower (2013) noted, 
individuals perform various aspects of their identity differently depending on the 
situation in which they find themselves. The participants’ statements about their 
processes of coming out at work offer illustrations of the findings of Brower (2013), 
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Connell (2012), and Gilmore et al. (2011). For example, one participant (Participant 3) 
came out by explicitly stating his sexual identity to colleagues, while Participants 1, 4, 5, 
6, and 7 came out by openly discussing their partners/spouses and other aspects of their 
personal lives with colleagues. Participant 2 was unique in that she came out by letting 
her colleagues’ assumptions about her sexual identity go unchallenged.  
 A finding that also emerged from discussions of workplace outness was the stated 
belief of some participants that they reflect typical norms and values of the communities 
in which they work and do not express their sexual orientation using stereotypical 
symbols. Indeed, several participants, such as Participants 1, 2, and 7 emphasized that 
they do not wave or display rainbow flags or buttons and do not march in LG pride 
parades. Also, all participants, described themselves as “gay,” while none described 
themselves as “queer,” and none of the women participants described themselves as 
“lesbian.” Clearly the participants situated themselves within an identity framework that 
leans more toward assimilation than non-assimilation (Jennings, 2015). Consistent with 
the research of Yoshino (2006), Rumens and Kerfoot (2009), and Brower (2013), the 
participants who sought to distance themselves from stereotypical symbols of LG identity 
may be covering or minimizing their sexual identity in order to blend into their 
heteronormative work environments or to keep co-workers within their comfort zones 
regarding LG sexual orientation.  
Schools, as Mayo (2013) asserted, are environments that, like most of American 
society, are organized around heterosexist beliefs. Indeed, virtually every aspect of 
schooling, from the curriculum to the instructional materials to the bulletin boards reveals 
the core assumptions of heterosexism: the belief that everyone in the environment is 
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heterosexual and that no mention or depiction of any other type of sexual identity need be 
made. Moreover, as Mayo (2013) suggested, school-based heterosexism is often 
buttressed by homophobia. After all, if the assumption that everyone in the environment 
is heterosexual is true, then there is no harm in fomenting hatred toward LG persons, who 
are believed not to be there. Given the highly heterosexist structure of American schools, 
it is perhaps not surprising that as several of my participants described what being “out at 
work” looked like for them, their statements reflected their efforts to minimize the stigma 
that has typically been associated with being LG in school environments. Coston and 
Kimmel (2014) described several stigma-reduction strategies, including that of 
“normification,” a process by which marginalized persons seek to minimize the 
differences between themselves and the dominant group in order to become a part of 
respected  professions (e.g., medicine, law, and education) or social institutions (e.g., 
marriage).  
Other researchers have described similar phenomena, such as Yoshino (2006), 
who described “covering,” a process by which LG persons are open about their sexual 
orientation but refrain from discussions about their personal life while at work in order to 
minimize the role of sexual identity in their lives. Likewise, Rumens and Kerfoot (2009) 
described a process by which some gay men embrace heterosexist workplace norms (e.g., 
being married or partnered) in order to avoid being stereotyped as promiscuous and to 
project a professional rather than a sexualized image. Among participant comments, two 
of the male participants made comments that indicated some level of normification. For 
example, in my second interview with Participant 1, a White, partnered, gay man in his 
late 30s who grew up in the Midwest, stated that he had typical Midwestern values and a 
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typical Midwestern home. Participant 1, who has spent most of his adult life living and 
working in a metropolitan area in the West, also stated, “I don’t view my life as any 
different than anyone else…my life [is] like any other Midwestern person” (personal 
communication, February 15, 2015). At the same time, Participant 1 stated, “I don’t 
watch what I say, I’m just me.” At other points during the interview process, Participant 1 
stated said that he talks about his partner at work and that his partner has been to his 
school a number of times. Thus, while Participant 1 does engage in the normification of 
his identity, he clearly situates himself within the framework of an openly LG man and 
school leader. Perhaps Participant 1 has chosen such a route as a result of largely 
normative, dominant-group experiences that he has had as a White, college-educated 
male whose only marginalize identity is his sexuality. Indeed, as Coston and Kimmel 
(2014) have written, “men…may operate within one oppression in one aspect of their 
lives, [while] they have access to alternate sites of privilege via the rest of their 
demographics” (p. 127).  
 While interviewing Participant 7, a Black, gay, married man in his 50s, I also 
noted several statements that reflected his attempts at what Brower (2013) would term 
normification or minimization of sexual orientation. When I asked Participant 7 what 
being gay at work looked like for him, he responded he felt welcome as a gay man and 
that he felt he is treated in a fair and friendly manner. He also noted that he is “part of the 
discussion…if there are any personal discussions” (personal communication, March 8, 
2015). Participant 7 noted, though, that his sexual identity is not something that he 
“live[s] by” and that while many of his colleagues know his partner and ask about him, 
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It’s [my sexual orientation] nothing I like to discuss every day or take for granted, 
but I don’t care whether people know or not, but it’s nothing that I rub in 
anyone’s face or anything like that…it’s just a part of life.  
 
Here, Participant 7 engages in the process of minimization observed by Brower (2013). 
That is, he feels comfortable with others’ knowing that he is LG and with discussing his 
partner, but he chooses to downplay the role of sexual orientation in his identity, 
especially at work.   
In contrast to the participants who sometimes emphasized their adherence to 
heterosexual norms, other participants described actions or processes by which they have 
attempted to challenge social norms in their workplaces. As Mayo (2013) pointed out, 
such actions form the basis of queer theory, which seeks to analyze the ways in which 
heterosexist norms are challenged, examined, or critiqued. As Kumashiro (2002) noted in 
explaining queer theory and its usefulness in examining the structure of schools, the 
voices of LG persons who are working to combat historical marginalization can help 
other school staff develop methods of countering historical discrimination against LG 
persons in schools. Kumashiro (2002) goes on to note that the term “queer” can make 
some people uncomfortable because of its history of being used as a derogatory term. 
However, Kumashiro (2002) notes that using the term “queer” is important in countering 
historical patterns of oppression because of its “sense of non-normative...[and] its 
activist, in-your-face quality” (p. 10).  
 The all of the participants referred to themselves as “gay,” several made 
statements that reflect a queer or “disruptive” (Kumashiro, 2002) stance in their 
workplaces. Both Participants 2 and 4, for example, cited their work in pushing their 
districts to offer domestic partnership benefits before their state had marriage equality. 
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Participant 3 described several ways in which he challenges heterosexist norms in his 
school, including bringing in speakers from the Human Rights Campaign’s Welcoming 
Schools initiative, actively confronting members of the school community who make 
homophobic remarks, and inviting transgender persons into the school as reading 
volunteers. Participant 3 is also the out to all members of his school community, 
including students. In addition to her work on behalf of domestic partnership benefits, 
Participant 4 also volunteers at a local LG youth center and at a larger LG community 
center in a nearby city. Moreover, she wears a rainbow pin, displays photos of her partner 
and family on her desk, and mentions her partner in discussions with students. Participant 
4 also said that new LG school administrators should display safe space stickers in their 
offices so that students and staff will know that they are LG.  
 Participants 5 and 6, a married couple who work at separate schools in the same 
urban district, have both engaged queer activism. Both participants have been anti-bias 
trainers in the National Education Association’s (NEA) GLBT [sic] cadre and have 
presented modules on school safety and the intersections of race, class, and gender to 
educators around the country. Both of these participants are completely open about their 
sexual orientation at work, and they have pictures of each other on their desks and share 
stories about their home and family lives with the students in their schools. Thus, while 
neither of these participants explicitly characterized themselves activists, they are clearly 
engaging in behaviors that challenge traditional heterosexist notions of about school 
culture.   
 Advice for new LG leaders. “Be yourself,” the common refrain among the 
participants, was also noted in studies conducted by Williams et al. (2009) and Rumens 
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and Kerfoot (2009). When asked about advice for other LG professionals, one of the 
participants in the former study declared, “I’d say be yourself, but don’t overplay” (p. 
36). The participant advises other LG professionals to be yourself, but don’t behave in a 
way that is stereotypically gay or in a manner that will make others in their workplace 
uncomfortable (Williams et al., 2009).  Indeed, at least two of my participants seemed to 
be saying “Be yourself, but…” with conditions. Participant 2, for example, said she 
would advise other LG leaders to be themselves, but to let others get to know them as 
professionals before revealing their sexual orientation. One of Williams et al.’s (2009) 
participants echoed a similar sentiment when he stated, “I’m out, but when I first start 
working in a place, I don’t tell people that I’m gay. Some people are prejudiced and I like 
to let them know me first and see if they can figure it out” (p. 35). This statement echoes 
the sentiment of Participant 2, who asserted that it is best for an LG leader to become 
known first as a professional, then as a person with an LG identity. Also, Participant 7’s 
advice to other LG school leaders might be summed up as “Be yourself, but be careful.” 
This perspective is largely shaped by the experience of his teacher friend who lost his 
career because of an allegation of inappropriate sexual conduct toward a student. 
However, Participant 7’s caution may also be seen as a manifestation of the widespread 
perception of LG persons as hypersexualized beings, a perception that many LG workers 
and leaders feel they need to overcome in order to be taken seriously as professionals 
(Williams et al., 2009).  
 Of the participants, only Participants 3 and 4 exhorted LG leaders to be more 
visible. When asked what advice she would give to a new LG leader, Participant 4 
responded, “Put a safe-space sticker on your door” (personal communication, March 30, 
104 
 
2015). She, like Participant 3, expressed during several points of the interview process 
that LG leaders needed to be more visible than they sometimes are. The varying 
comments among the participants reveal a tension regarding their views of LG visibility: 
How visible is too visible? How does one become visible and remain visible?  
 Questions of visibility may be situated in the larger context of what it means to 
be an LG leader who strives to be taken seriously as a professional by her or his 
colleagues. As several researchers have noted (Brower, 2013; Rumens & Kerfoot, 2009; 
Williams et al., 2009;  Tooms, Lugg, & Bogotch, 2010), the concept of “professional” is 
typically rooted in White, male, heterosexual norms, and “professional” environments are 
typically shaped by these norms and are places in which expressions or discussions of LG 
identity are discouraged through formal or informal practices such as dress codes, 
appearance codes, and the recognition (or lack thereof) of important life events. 
Moreover, as both Williams et al. (2009) and Rumens and Kerfoot (2009) describe, 
heteronormative expectations persist even in workplaces that seek to be LG-friendly or 
are considered LG friendly by their employees. Given this complex backdrop of 
negotiating the intersection of LG identity and professional identity, it is not surprising 
that the participants expressed a range of viewpoints when expressing their advice to new 
leaders. Moreover, the fact that some participants expressed a measure of caution is 
entirely congruent with findings from other studies of LG professionals. 
 The complexity of LG identity. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, my 
participants were a remarkably diverse group in terms of race and ethnicity, especially 
given the size of the sample. The participants consisted of one Black woman, one 
Asian/Filipina woman, two White women, two White men, and one Black man. Though 
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this study focuses on LG identity, it is important to note that every individual has a 
complex identity that cannot be reduced or essentialized to a single characteristic such as 
sexual orientation. Indeed, factors such as a person’s race, gender, religion, 
socioeconomic status, relationship status, and/or disability status may, among a host of 
many other possible factors, comprise a person’s identity and affect how she or he 
experiences the world, especially in terms of power and privilege (Parent et al., 2013). 
During the interview process, several participants made comments that reflected multiple 
aspects of their identity, while other participants were largely silent about fundamental 
aspects of identity such as race and gender, especially when those identities were those of 
hegemonic groups such as Whites or men.   
Among the diverse participant group, race was only mentioned once among the 
White participants during our interviews. As Doane (2014) posited, White Americans 
seldom reflect on the role that race plays in their lives. Instead, many Whites see race as 
an issue for persons of color and fail to acknowledge the role that historical patterns of 
power, privilege, and dominance play in the lives of many White persons. Moreover, as 
Bérubé (2014) argued, American social patterns of White dominance have been 
replicated in the LG community, and many Americans of color view “gay” and “lesbian” 
as White phenomena. Bérubé (2014) further contends that this notion has been reinforced 
by corporate marketing, media images, and even LG leaders themselves who sometimes 
portray the LG community as filled with White persons (sometimes women, but usually 
men) who are affluent and have ample disposable income to spend on travel and other 
luxury items.  
106 
 
 Given the association of LG with “White” along with widespread ignorance of 
White privilege among White persons (Johnson, 2006), it is not surprising that the White 
participants scarcely mentioned the role of race or privilege in their lives. Participant 3 
did mention his White identity as occasionally provoking accusations from parents of 
color that he is disciplining their children too harshly. Not surprisingly, the participants of 
color did reflect on the role of race in shaping their professional experiences. Participant 
5, a Black woman, felt that she had experienced race-based workplace discrimination in 
the past and, she feels self-conscious about her race in her current school where the 
parent community is largely White. Participant 6, a Filipina woman, made few references 
to her ethnic background, other than to note that she was born outside of the United 
States and that being LG posed no difficulty in the community in which she was born. 
Participant 7, a Black man, pointed out that he is often one of only a handful of Black 
persons in attendance at large meetings of district leaders. On this matter, Participant 7 
said, “When someone points it [race] out, I go, ‘Wow.’ But it’s nothing that I think about 
every day” (personal communication, March 15, 2015). Though the participants of color 
did not use the term “intersectionality” to describe their experiences of identity 
performance, they all clearly viewed race and ethnicity as factors that played a role in 
their professional settings. What is disturbing, though, is that the White participants did 
not reflect on their own racial identity and did not mention the role that race plays in the 
dynamics of their workplaces.  
In much the same way that the White participants ignored the issue of race, the 
male participants also ignored the issue of gender, perhaps because, as Johnson (2006) 
asserted, those with privilege have the most difficult time seeing it. The three male 
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participants (1, 3, and 7) made no mention of their gender or of any privileges or 
drawbacks associated with it. Three of the four women participants, however, did make 
statements during the interview process related to their gender expression. In addition to 
the issue of pay equity cited by Participant 4, she and two of the other women explicitly 
mentioned their “presentation” or how they “present” in terms of physical appearance and 
mode of dress. Usually, mentions of presentation were related to whether or not the 
participant presented as feminine or masculine. Put another way, these participants were 
commenting on whether their presentation was congruent with norms for female gender 
expression and whether it would lead colleagues and students to believe that they were 
lesbian. Participant 4, for example, stated in our first interview that she is “fem” (i.e., 
conforming to feminine gender expression) when sheis slender, but she is now heavier 
and wears clothes that are less gender-specific. In a later interview, Participant 4 
mentioned that most people would not guess that she was gay by looking at her. She went 
on to note that she looked like “middle America” except for her “spiky, bleach-blonde 
hair,” (personal communication, March 3, 2015), which she believes some persons would 
associate with being a lesbian. Participants 5 and 6 also commented on their presentation. 
Participant 5 said that she does not believe people would surmise her sexual orientation 
from her appearance, which she described as normative for a professional woman. In her 
written reflection, Participant 5 wrote, “I do not present as homosexual [sic]…I have to 
come out every day” (personal communication, May 11, 2015). Participant 5 also 
contrasted her presentation with that of her wife, Participant 6, whom she believes to 
have a more stereotypically lesbian appearance. In fact, Participant 6 herself believed that 
most people would guess her sexual orientation from her presentation. Participant 6 
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explained, “Telling someone that I’m gay is not something that I normally do…I think 
it’s quite obvious…based on my appearance and how I carry myself. I don’t think there’s 
any question at all as to who I am” (personal communication, March 1, 2015). While 
Participant 6 did not directly state that her appearance is gender non-conforming, she was 
presumably referring to her hairstyle and mode of dress, which many might deem as 
masculine.  
 The women participants’ references to their presentation are congruent with 
research findings that connect to the notion of “fit” as articulated by Tooms et al. (2010), 
explicit and implicit work expectations for appearance (Brower, 2013), and normification 
or covering (Yoshino, 2006). In their research, Tooms et al. (2010) not only assert that 
school hiring committees tend to emphasize desirable demographic traits over job 
qualifications but also that fit is largely a factor of hegemony, a process by which a 
powerful segment of the population establishes norms which all other groups must 
follow. This notion of hegemony also includes the assertion that “those subjugated by 
hegemony are rarely aware of its presence because the messages of what is normal 
permeate the everyday consciousness of society through symbols, language, and other 
structures influenced by the dominant group” (Tooms et al., 2010, p. 110). While the 
participants cited few instances of overt discrimination based on their sexual orientation, 
some of their remarks indicated varying levels of comfort with having a different sexual 
identity than their colleagues, or, more commonly, their level of desire to be seen as 
fitting their workplace norm. As Brower (2013) asserts, norms in the professional 
workplace often mirror norms that are established by White, heterosexual men, and 
women who want to succeed in such environments will often indicate their willingness to 
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accept such norms by dressing in a manner that corresponds to such norms. Thus, while 
Participants 4, 5, and 6 cast their presentation as conforming or not conforming to 
stereotypical lesbian modes of dress and hairstyle, their comments reflect their response 
to the larger constructs of gender norms and prevailing notions of what constitutes 
“professional” appearance in the workplace.  
Working with other LG professionals. Regardless of the degree to which a 
work environment is LG friendly, LG persons almost always find themselves working in 
environments in which they are minorities, with the notable exceptions being businesses 
that cater specifically to an LG clientele, such as an LG bar, bookshop, hotel, or 
entertainment venue (Giuffre, Dellinger, & Williams, 2008). Thus, the fact that several 
participants have worked or are working in settings with a significant LG presence is 
noteworthy. As Giuffre et al. (2008) wrote, LG workers are subject to the stressors placed 
on “tokens” (persons who constitute less than fifteen percent of the population of a 
workplace), such as expectations of being role models or representatives of the entire LG 
population. In addition, because of their small numbers, “tokens” may experience 
isolation and have difficulty forming social networks in their workplaces. In the case of 
my participants, their experiences of having worked with other out LG educators was an 
affirming and empowering experience. Indeed, Participants 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 all described 
experiences working with other LG colleagues. While Participant 1 was the only 
participant to directly link his work experience in a school with a large number of LG 
staff as a contributing factor to his own outness, the other participants who have made 
connections with LG staff in their work settings have clearly benefited from the 
camaraderie.  
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Working With Marginalized Students 
 All participants in the study have worked or are working with students who are 
marginalized in some fashion, either because of disability, ELL status, socioeconomic 
status, race, or some combination thereof. Riggle et al.’s (2008) found that LG persons 
are often sensitive to the needs of those who have historically experienced discrimination, 
including racial/ethnic minorities and persons with disabilities.  In my participants’ 
contexts, their work history is an important finding, as it raises questions about where out 
LG educators work and why they work there. For example, LG educators may feel an 
affinity for other marginalized populations, or LG educators may find that LG-friendly 
environments are typically found in the same places where there are high concentrations 
of traditionally marginalized students. Participant 4, who commented that being LG is not 
a problem in her district because there are so many social problems to focus on, may have 
also hit upon something noteworthy: Many distressed districts find it difficult to find 
high-quality leaders, so presumably being LG is no barrier to working in those settings. 
Regardless of how widespread this phenomenon of working with marginalized is for LG 
administrators, it is a noteworthy outcome from this study. While it is impossible to make 
generalizations from my participant sample because of its small size, I do think it is 
noteworthy that none of the participants work for districts that are stereotypically 
suburban, i.e. predominantly White, middle-class districts where out LG persons are rare 
(Capper, 1999).  In addition, only one of the participants is working in a district that is in 
proximity to the area in which she grew up. Perhaps these participants have intentionally 
or unintentionally sought out environments in which they felt they would not be singled 
out because of their sexual orientation.  
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Pros and Cons of Being Out 
 A small number of previous studies have indicated that being out at work can 
have positive effects for LG administrators, including the ability to empathize with others 
who have faced discrimination and the ability to be role models for students (DeJean, 
2007; Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Riggle et al., 2008). Most participants noted that they feel 
they are positive role models in some fashion, though not solely on the basis of sexual 
orientation. Participants 5 and 6, for example, noted that they are role models for their LG 
students as well as their female and racial/ethnic minority students. Participant 2 also 
stated that she was a role model when she was in the classroom, though she left it to 
students to decide whether she was a straight role model or an LG role model. Though 
none of the participants recounted any difficulty with being a role model, Giuffre et al. 
(2008) have noted that being a role model can be burdensome, as the status carries with it 
the expectations of exemplary work performance at all times. Participants 3, 4, 5, and 6 
all described various means by which they specifically advocate for LG students: 
Participant 3 had had representatives from Welcoming Schools, an HRC initiative, train 
his faculty in making the school safe for LG students; Participant 4 puts services in place 
for LG students who come out in school; and Participants 5 and 6 participate in an anti-
bias training cadre that seeks to provide teachers with strategies to support students who 
are impacted by the intersections of race, gender, and sexual orientation. In addition, the 
participants cited their comfort level with  sharing their personal lives with work 
colleagues as another benefit of being out. If the participants were closeted and living in 
fear of discrimination or termination, as participants in other studies were (deLeon & 
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Brunner, 2012; Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Jones-Redmond, 2007), my participants would 
have found their professional lives to be much more circumscribed.  
Sources of Personal and Professional Support 
 Though I have not found other literature to document the types of support that LG 
administrators have found important, the study reveals relevant findings. While the 
participants described some sources of support that one might predict, such as spouses, 
family, and friends, the participants also described unexpected sources of support. 
Several participants, especially those who came out at young ages, identified their history 
of being part of LG activist organizations as a support, while others mentioned current or 
previous LG colleagues as particularly important. In addition, several of the participants 
are currently doing advocacy work for LG organizations at the local or national level. 
Several findings from the private sector have noted the importance of LG affinity groups 
in supporting LG employees work (Brenner et al., 2010; Colgan et al., 2007), so it stands 
to reason that LG school administrators in the public sector would also benefit from 
opportunities to network with other LG leaders.  
Summary 
 Based on participant interviews and written reflections, the factors that support 
LG public school administrators in being out at work fall into two broad categories: 
intrapersonal factors and organizational factors. Intrapersonal factors cited by the 
participants included activism and advocacy with LG causes and organizations; 
experience working in a variety of school settings, including working with historically 
marginalized populations; supportive family, friends, and colleagues; having an 
outspoken personality; and a desire to be out in their communities and schools, though 
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their performance of LG identity differed. Organizational factors included the presence of 
LG-inclusive non-discrimination policies; diverse workplaces that include other LG 
colleagues, parents, and/or students; organizational commitments to diversity and cultural 
proficiency; and supportive leaders and mentors.  
 Given their small number, the participants represent a diverse cross-section of 
public school administrators. The participants’ candor and extraordinary generosity in 
sharing their stories has provided insight not only into the great progress toward LG 
inclusion that has been made in public education, but also into the work that still needs to 
be done. The following chapter will provide suggestions for further improving the 
workplace experiences for LG administrators and will offer recommendations for future 
research. 
 
  
114 
 
CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Introduction 
 As noted in earlier chapters, despite a growing body of research on LG students 
and teachers, few studies have been conducted on LG public school administrators. 
Indeed, Capper (1999) noted that at the time of the publication of her article, there were 
no published studies of sexual minority administrators. While research in this area has 
emerged since the time of Capper’s (1999) article, there are still relatively few published, 
peer-reviewed studies, and I have found only one other study (Grigsby, 2010), un 
unpublished dissertation, that focused exclusively on out school administrators. While my 
study did not seek to answer the many questions that could be asked of out LG public 
school administrators, I did intend to illuminate this little-researched topic by collecting 
narrative data from seven participants in an attempt to illustrate the lived experiences of 
persons who have successfully navigated the intersection of out LG identity and K-12 
public school administration. 
 After interviewing each participant three times and collecting a written reflection 
from each, I gleaned ample information to report and analyze. The participants addressed 
a wide range of topics including their views on leadership, their perceptions of their 
workplace culture, how they enact their LG identity in the workplace, their work history, 
and the people and organizations that provide them with professional support. Though all 
the participants hold administrative positions, they come from a wide range of 
backgrounds and work in various settings in several distinct regions of the country.  
 Though the study did not contain a large enough sample to make generalizations, 
important findings did emerge during my conversations with the participants. One of the 
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criteria for participation was that participants must be “out at work,” each participant had 
a unique perspective and experience of what “out” meant in her/his circumstances. 
Moreover, all participants asserted that their workplaces were LG-friendly, largely as a 
result of LG-inclusive non-discrimination policies and, in some cases, a history of LG 
activism on the part of current or former district leaders. Many of the participants also 
expressed a collaborative, relationship-oriented view of leadership, and most had also 
spent all or part of their careers working with traditionally marginalized students, such as 
children living in poverty, children who were English Language Learners, and/or children 
with severe disabilities. With the exception of one participant who had experienced 
homophobic name-calling on occasion, the other participants had experienced positive 
consequences of being out, such as being a role model for LG students, advocating for 
LG students, and/or openness about their partners or spouses. Several participants also 
engaged in LG advocacy work for other educators as well through professional 
organizations or local LG advocacy organizations. When asked about advice they would 
give to new LG leaders, most participants said something to the effect of “Be yourself,” 
though several participants offered caveats such as “Be careful,” and “Let people get to 
know you as a professional first.”  
Conclusions 
The study sought to answer the following research questions. Each of these questions is 
listed below, followed by a summary of the participants' responses. 
1. What factors and circumstances do out LG public school administrators identify as 
supporting their workplace outness?  
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During the interview process, the participants cited a number of factors that 
contributed their establishing successful experiences of being out LG public school 
administrators. Several participants spoke of their longtime activism on behalf of LG 
rights. Participants 1 and 3, for example, noted that they had been active in LG 
organization since their college days. Participant 4 is currently active in a local LG 
community center and also helped establish a local LG youth center. Participants also 
cited LG-inclusive non-discrimination policies in their workplaces as being a significant 
source of support. All of the participants work in districts that have such policies in place. 
All but one of the participants worked in districts that are covered by local or state non-
discrimination ordinances that are LG-inclusive, but the participants did not cite such 
ordinances as being important to their experience of being LG in their current 
workplaces. Participants 5 and 6 both cited their involvement with the NEA’s GLBT 
Anti-Bias Training Cadre as being a source of support. Both of these participants have 
conducted trainings on LG issues for educators around the country, with a focus on the 
intersections of race, gender, and sexual orientation. Participant 3 has also had HRC’s 
Welcoming Schools initiative conduct in-service trainings for his faculty and staff. In 
addition, several participants cited a history of working in settings with other LG persons, 
thus building a sense of camaraderie. Participants also mentioned friends, family, and 
partners/spouses as sources of support.  
2. How do the participants enact and describe being out at work? 
  Only one participant described actually saying the words “I’m gay” while on the 
job. Most other participants made their sexual orientation know by speaking about or 
displaying pictures of their partner or spouse. One participant initially let colleagues 
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assume that she was gay because of her friendship with another gay staff member, though 
that participant is now fully out to colleagues and invited several co-workers to her 
wedding last year. Several participants also advocate for LG concerns both within their 
school systems in the larger community. Participants also reflected on other aspects of 
their identity that intersected with their sexual orientation. Three of the four women 
participants discussed their “presentation,” i.e. their outward appearance and mode of 
dress. In all three cases, presentation was addressed in terms of the degree to which it 
did—or did not—convey whether the participants conformed to female gender norms. 
Two of the participants of color also mentioned the ways in which race impacted their 
professional life. One Black female participant stated that she has experienced much 
more discrimination on the basis of color than on the basis of sexual orientation. One 
Black male participant mentioned that he is one of only a handful of Black administrators 
at district meetings. However, that participant said that he does not often think of the 
ways that race plays a role in his professional life, and he made no comments to indicate 
that he had faced any barriers at work because of his race. 
3. What do participants cite as the benefits and drawbacks of being out at work?  
 Only two participants discussed negative repercussions from being out. One 
participant noted that he was occasionally the target of homophobic slurs by students’ 
parents, but he described the way in which he confronted such comments head-on, and he 
felt that by being out he was conveying the message that he would not be intimidated by 
insults. Another participant described one incident during which a colleague from another 
district described her as “too rough,” though the participant was unsure whether the 
remark was based on sexual orientation. Otherwise, the participants were 
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overwhelmingly positive in their descriptions of their experiences of being out at work. 
Six of the seven participants were partnered or married, and those six all stated that they 
talk about their spouses/partners at work and/or display their pictures. The participant 
who is single has been openly gay for his entire career, and openly advocates for LG 
students and staff. Among all participants, there was a sentiment that they could be 
themselves in their workplaces without worrying about any repercussions or 
discrimination. Most participants, in fact, sought to situate themselves within existing 
workplace norms, with variation on the theme of, “I’m just like everybody else, except 
that I’m LG.” In the same vein, several participants emphasized that they were at work to 
be “professionals” and not to be LG. While the participants did not express any shame or 
regret about being LG, there were some who clearly sought to emphasize that sexual 
orientation was only a small dimension of their identity, though they did not describe 
what the larger or more important dimensions were. In addition, some participants clearly 
stated that they did not display widely-recognized symbols of the LG community, such as 
rainbow pins, stickers, or flags. A couple of participants, however, did have a more 
activist view and stated that their LG colleagues, as well as LG allies in their school 
systems, needed to be more visible.   
4. How do participants describe the impact—both on themselves and on their 
organizations—of being out at work? 
  As noted above, the participants believed that they derived many personal benefits 
from being out at work. In addition, several described efforts that they had made on 
behalf of LG staff and students in their school districts. One participant was active in the 
efforts to obtain domestic partner benefits for same-sex couples in her district, which for 
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many years was one of only a handful in her state to offer such benefits. Another 
participant was instrumental in having sexual orientation added to her district’s non-
discrimination policy. Yet another participant was instrumental in including LG issues in 
his school and district’s professional development program. As noted earlier, several 
participants saw themselves as role models for students in their schools, even if they had 
not directly come out to students. Two of the women participants also noted that they 
were positive role models for students along dimensions of identity other than sexual 
orientation, namely race, ethnicity, and gender.  
  To date, my study is one of very few—in fact, perhaps the only study-- that has 
examined the lives and professional experiences of a group of out LG public school 
administrators who are diverse in terms of race, gender, age, ethnicity, and geographic 
location.  The candor shown by the participants demonstrates that LG administrators are 
eager to share their stories when given the opportunity to do so. The findings clearly 
show that employer non-discrimination policies create a sense of safety for LG 
administrators who can and do build successful careers in which they carry out their 
professional duties while at the same time advocating for LG issues. Yet, despite the 
participants’ success, the findings also clearly show that the heteronormative culture of 
schools still impacts the ways in which the participants enact their LG identity. The study 
is one of a few to shed light on the both the successes of out LG administrators as well as 
the constraints that still exist within schools and school systems. While the participants 
have certainly impacted the culture of their organizations, it is clear that structural and 
institutional changes are still necessary in order to avoid the continued replication of 
heteronormative work environments for school leaders. 
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Recommendations 
 I chose seven out participants for this study in order to identify the types of 
supports or other individual and/or organizational factors that supported the participants 
in being out at work. The ultimate aim is to identify a set of “best practices” that school 
districts can adopt so that LG administrators can be out. As Giuffre et al. (2008) 
discovered, though, even LG persons can encounter barriers in workplaces that are LG-
friendly. Indeed, one might ask why, in an era when many corporations, non-profits, and 
an increasing number of public agencies offer LG protections, there are still so many LG 
school employees who are not fully out or experience barriers to career advancement. 
Clearly a host of factors can support or impede outness, and there are actions that 
employers can take to promote LG-friendly workplaces. In addition, there are a number 
of areas in which further research should be conducted. 
 The participants cited their employers’ LG-inclusive non-discrimination policies 
as a significant factor in making their workplaces LG-friendly, so employers should 
adopt such policies, even if similar local or state policies exist. The current patchwork of 
state and local non-discrimination laws may create confusion for LG school employees, 
so district policies should be clear and prominently posted on district web sites, in 
employee handbooks, and in recruitment materials and job announcements. In addition, 
professional organizations such as teacher unions, administrator groups, school board 
associations and the like should lobby for state and national non-discrimination laws that 
include sexual orientation. For more than two decades, federal non-discrimination laws 
have been introduced in Congress but have failed to pass. In July of 2015, The Equality 
Act was introduced in Congress. If passed, it would amend the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
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to include sexual orientation as a protected category. The passage of such an act would 
ensure that LG persons, including public school administrators, are protected regardless 
of their local or state policy environment. 
 On a broader level, school districts need to ensure that structures are in place to 
support LG employees when LG pioneers retire or leave for other jobs. As one 
participant noted, sometimes efforts at LG inclusion are dependent on the activism of one 
person or a very small number of persons. Conversely, another participant declared that 
her district’s LG-positive climate has largely become institutionalized and will survive 
personnel changes. Thus, schools and districts should have structures in place to support 
the LG community across the board. Examples of such structures may include a 
Gay/Straight Alliance or Gender and Sexuality Alliance (GSA), an affinity group for LG 
employees (such groups have become common in large corporations), observations of LG 
Pride Month (June) and LG History Month (October), gender-neutral language on district 
forms (e.g., “spouse” in lieu of “husband” or “wife”), an LG-inclusive school curriculum. 
In addition, schools and districts should forge alliances with LG community groups to 
ensure that LG interests are represented in community discussions about district policy 
and programming. On a more informal level, districts should encourage the 
celebration/recognition of important events in the lives of LG persons, including 
engagements, weddings, the loss of a spouse/partner, and participation in LG activism.  
 In terms of future research, more studies of LG administrators are certainly 
needed. Much of the research on LG students and teachers focuses on the importance of 
administrative support. Administrators cannot, of course, be supportive unless they 
themselves feel supported. At a time when many school systems have adopted diversity 
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and/or anti-bullying initiatives, research is needed to determine the efficacy of these 
programs in promoting LG-inclusive school climates. Moreover, given the documented 
lack of LG issues in many education leadership preparation programs (Jennings, 2012), 
longitudinal research is needed to determine whether inclusion of such issues spurs 
education leaders to address LG concerns on the job. Also, given the historical 
dominance of White interests in the LG movement (Bérubé, 2014), more research is 
needed to uncover the complexity of race, gender, religion, socioeconomic background, 
and other socio-cultural factors in shaping the identities of LG school administrators. 
Also, while some research has indicated that out LG administrators have positive effects 
on school outcomes for LG students, more research is needed to establish the nature of 
this connection. Finally, given that many LG administrators remain closeted (deLeon & 
Brunner, 2012), research is needed on why so many leaders remain closeted and what 
factors would enable them to be out at work.  
Significance of the Study 
 The study is significant because it both connects to prior research in addition to 
adding new information about the lives of LG administrators. As noted earlier, much of 
the research conducted on LG persons in schools—be they students, teachers, or 
administators—has focused on factors such as fear, discrimination, and marginalization, 
while few studies have focused on the agency of LG persons and the assets that they 
bring to schools (Riggle et al., 2008; Jennings, 2015). By focusing on a diverse group of 
out LG administrators who have established successful careers, the study helps counter 
the “victim narrative” that is all too common in research about LG persons (Jennings, 
2015).  
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 In particular, the study highlights several key positive findings among the 
participants. First, the study reveals that all participants have the opportunity to serve as 
role models for students and colleagues, even though some participants may not be aware 
of this status. As Riggle et al. (2008) found, LG persons often view themselves as role 
models for friends, colleagues, and students with whom they work. Indeed, as one of 
Riggle et al.’s participants stated, “I enjoy being openly gay in the workplace, particularly 
where I work with younger gay and lesbian students who look to me for support and 
guidance” (p. 213). Though several participants in my study talked openly about being 
role models while others did not, it is clear that all the participants function as role 
models in some capacity for students, colleagues, or both. All of the participants have 
established successful administrative careers while being out. Thus, each person presents 
as an example of a positive LG role model within the context of her or his work setting. 
 Moreover, the study presents the different context in which LG persons can 
engage in activism. While some of the participants engaged in explicit activism, such as 
networking with LG organizations, conducting trainings on LG issues, or ensuring that 
LG issues are included in school or district diversity initiatives, each participant was in 
fact an activist in her or his own way. Kumashiro (2002) wrote of the “disruptive” role 
that LG persons can play in education, and all of the participants are in some way 
disrupting the heteronormative structures of their schools. Whether by engaging in the 
traditional activtism of bringing in speakers on LG issues or by engaging in a sort of 
everyday activism by speaking openly of their spouses, partners, or important life events, 
each participant in some regard keeps LG persons and issues visible and on the table 
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while at work. Though LG persons have the choice of whether to engage in activism, all 
of the participants engaged in some form of activism in their workplaces.  
 In addition, the participants exemplify a certain style of leadership, in many cases 
in both their current and previous roles. As a number of resarchers have posited (Brenner 
et al., 2010; Coon, 2001; Fraynd & Capper, 2003; Hernandez, 2009; Riggle et al., 2008; 
Tooms et al., 2010), LG leaders often emphasize collaboration, relationships, a sensitivity 
to the discrimination experienced by traditionally marginalized groups, and a 
commitment to social justice. The study clearly illustrates that participants were 
passionate about working with historically underserved groups of students, including 
students of color, students living in poverty, students with disabilities, and students who 
are English language learners. Several participants’ long history of working with such 
populations illustrates not only a lifelong commitment to sensitivity and justice but also a 
desire, in the participants’ current contexts, to make a positive difference for children 
while leading schools or school systems. 
 In addition to highlighting the stories of LG leaders who act with bravery and 
courage, the study also raises several important questions. While each participant 
described what “out” mean in her or his context, I would have liked to ask each 
participant how she or he maintains outness. Put another way, the study raises the 
question of where, when, and how often a person must come out, especially in the context 
of an organization like a school, where new students and colleagues arrive on a continual 
basis.  
Six of the seven participants were partnered or married, and they all described the 
various ways in which they disclose information about their spouses or partners. Several, 
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in fact, described their outness in terms of colleagues’ knowing, or knowing about, their 
partner or spouse. Several of the participants engage in visible types of LG activism, so it 
is possible that such actions also keep those participants visibly out in their workplaces, 
especially in the case of Participant 3, who is single. The fact remains, however, that 
outness was most frequently couched in terms of mentioning, introducing, or showing 
pictures of a partner or spouse. Franke (2004) has observed that LG identity and activism 
are increasingly driven by the LG community’s focus on legal recognition of marriage 
and access to other traditional social institutions and arrangements. The daily 
performance of most of the participants’ outness would certainly seem to conform to 
Franke’s (2004) notion of “domesticated liberty,” i.e. a focus on legal recognition and 
protections of domestic arrangements at the cost of entering highly regulated and 
heteronormative social institutions such as marriage.  
Larger questions are raised, however, if outness is performed by talking about or 
otherwise showing outward signs of being married or partnered. Such questions would 
include:  What options does a single person have in terms of performing outness, 
especially in the highly heteronormative public education sector? What of the partnered 
or married LG person who seeks to transcend social conventions of partnered or marital 
kinship? What are the options for a  person who wants to be out but is neither 
married/partnered, nor an activist? What must she or he do to be out at work and disrupt 
the heteronormativity that pervades the education sector? And, for LG persons who are 
partnered or married, how often and to what extent must partners and spouses be made 
known in order for the administrator’s outness to be apparent to colleagues? The study 
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illustrates the complexity of outness, especially in the traditionally heteronormative K-12 
public school leadership sector. 
 The study also raised important questions about gender performance and how 
participants think about—or do not think about—their own and others’ perceptions of 
their gender. Clearly two of the women participants saw themselves as at least somewhat 
gender non-conforming in terms of their choices of hairstyle and attire. On the other 
hand, one woman participant viewed herself as gender normative and stated in her 
reflection that no one would guess that she is “homosexual” [sic] by looking at her. As 
Tooms (2007) asserted, there is a narrow range of outward presentations that women 
educational leaders have available to them (e.g., business suit, fingernail polish, make-up) 
if they want to communicate that they fit the implicit and explicit expectations of a 
heteronormative workplace. Clearly, the women participants who chose to use clothing 
and hairstyle as a means of communicating a non-traditional gender expression—as well 
as the one who did not—were aware that their presentation had the potential to 
communicate something about their identity.  
 In contrast to the female participants, the male participants made no reference to 
their work attire or other modes of gender presentation. The lack of such commentary 
may be a result of men having an even narrower range of gender expression that is 
acceptable in heteronormative professional settings where men typically wear suits and 
ties. Of course, one finds a range of choices even within the suit-and-tie category. The 
fact that the men did not comment on their clothing may reflect that they make traditional 
apparel choices while at work. It is also possible that the male participants, who 
themselves benefit from societal male privilege as well as the historical construction of 
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school administration as a man’s profession, have never had to consider their gender 
presentation in a work context.  
 A final theme that the study illuminates is participants’ negotiation of power and 
privilege, especially at the points of intersection of race, gender, and sexual orientation. 
Though all of the participants were out LG leaders, each had her or his own negotiation 
with intersecting aspects of personal identity. As several researchers have noted, societal 
issues such as racism, sexism, and economic inequality are often replicated within LG 
communities (Bérubé, 2014; Kumashiro, 2002; Jennings, 2015). Thus, the White 
participants had no need to reflect on the role of White privilege in their lives. Indeed, the 
instance in which a White participant mentioned race was in describing an incident in 
which his White privilege was pointed out by a student’s mother. White privilege was 
clearly visible, however, to two of the participants of color, who noted the existence of 
racial barriers to career advancement and the lack of racial diversity among top school 
district leadership. Likewise, the men participants never reflected on the privileges 
conferred by their gender, while three of the four female participants clearly saw male 
privilege as creating barriers to career advancement as well as pay inequity.  
 A final area in which the study extends research on the phenomenon of LG school 
leadership is the level to which LG persons assimilate into heteronormative structures. 
While authors such as Franke (2004) and Jennings (2015) have discussed a duality of 
assimilation vs. non-assimilation, the realities of the participants’ lives reveal a greater 
complexity. While some participants have sought to situate certain aspects of their lives 
within heteronormative frameworks such as marriage, romantic partnerships, or 
parenthood, the participants have also made what might be characterized as non-
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assimilationist choices in terms of how they structure their relationships, the places where 
they choose to seek employment, and the fact that they are out at work when they could 
choose to pass as straight. In some cases, individual participants made both 
assimilationist and non-assimilationist choices for themselves. Thus, rather than being a 
binary construct, the study reveals assimilation to be a spectrum along which an 
individual may fall at different points depending on context and the particular choice 
involved.  
Summary 
 At a time when LG persons and issues seem more visible than ever in the media 
and in society, LG public school administrators remain a largely unexamined 
phenomenon. Indeed, even in schools that have out LG students and staff, it is often taken 
for granted that the principal, or dean of students, or curriculum director, or 
superintendent is not LG. When I undertook this study, I was personally acquainted with 
only one LG administrator, and I worried that I might not be able to find enough others to 
comprise a large enough participant group. To my surprise, I did indeed find enough, and 
they were a diverse group with a broad array of experiences. The extraordinary personal 
and professional accomplishments of these participants serves as an inspiration to all LG 
administrators, out or closeted, that LG leaders can accomplish great things in their 
school systems while being open about their sexual orientation. Indeed, LG 
administrators are involved in remarkable undertakings in their workplaces, including 
advocacy for LG staff and students. Several decades ago, researchers broke new ground 
by examining the experiences of LG students and teachers. Now, one might call LG 
administrators the next frontier in the intersection of public schooling and LG identity. In 
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the 1980s and early 1990s, AIDS activists often used the chant, “We’re here, we’re queer, 
get used to it.” Today, it needs to be acknowledged—and celebrated—that LG public 
school administrators are indeed here and are accomplishing much in our public schools. 
Though there is much progress yet to be made in terms of the status of LG persons in 
schools, there are brave LG administrators whose lives and work are beacons of hope for 
LG persons everywhere.  
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT FORM 
 
 
 
 
Drexel University  
Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
1. Title of research study: How Lesbian and Gay K-12 School Administrators 
Transform Themselves Into Out, Proud School Leaders 
2. Researcher(s): Dr. Vera Lee (PI) and Todd Brown (Co-PI) 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because we are seeking a better 
understanding of how out lesbian and gay K-12 public school administrators enact their 
lesbian/gay identity and the types of supports that enable LG persons to be out in their 
school settings.  
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
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 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to 
the research team at Drexel University. Primary contact: Dr. Vera Lee, 
vjw25@drexel.edu or 215-571-3827. 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare 
of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 255-7857 
or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
This research is being done to document the lives and experiences of openly lesbian and 
gay (LG) public school administrators. The study seeks to identify the supports that 
enable such leaders to be out at their places of employment and to examine the impact 
that LG school administrators have on their organizations and vice versa. The study aims 
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to provide suggestions for best practices for how schools and school systems can best 
support LG administrators in being out at work.  
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for approximately 3-4 months. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
Six to twelve (6-12) participants will take part in the study.  
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
Each participant will be interviewed 1:1 by the co-Primary Investigator. There will be a 
series of 3 interviews over a span of approximately 3 months. Each interview will last 
approximately 1 hour. During the interviews, participants will be asked about their 
personal and professional backgrounds. In particular, participants will be asked to discuss 
their workplaces, their experiences of being an out LG administrator, and how they have 
had an impact on their schools or school districts. 
Interviews will be conducted at a location of the participant’s choosing. Interviews will 
be conducted in a face-to-face, phone, or Skype format, depending on the participant’s 
location and availability to meet with the co-Primary Investigator in person. Interviews 
will be recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. Participants will be given a copy of the 
transcription of each interview. The interviews will be conducted approximately one 
month apart, beginning in November/December 2014 and ending in February/March 
2015.  
Each participant will be asked to complete a one-page (typed) reflective journal about 
her/his experiences of being an LG administrator who is out in her/his workplace. 
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The researcher will collect, via publicly accessible web sites, copies of any applicable 
nondiscrimination policies cover the participant’s workplace or the city/state in which it 
is located.  
Participants will complete a short demographic form that will identify their gender, age, 
race, religion, relationship status, current position, and the region of the country in which 
they work. This form will aid in the data analysis process and will not contain the 
participant’s name.  
Participants are assured of confidentiality. The co-Primary Investigator will assign each 
participant a secure identification number which will be the only identifier listed on all 
forms and transcripts. All forms, recordings, and transcriptions will be stored on an 
external hard drive that will be kept in a locked placed at the researcher’s home.  
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
 Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
 Tell the investigator if you need to take a break, stop an interview, or withdraw 
from the study.  
 Tell the investigator of any concerns you may have. 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
If you do not want to participate, you may decline, and your decision will not be held 
against you.  
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
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If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not be held 
against you. If you withdraw from the study, any data collected from you will be 
destroyed. 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
There is a possibility that discussing the intersection of your sexual orientation and your 
career may bring up certain emotions such as anger or sadness. Otherwise, it is extremely 
unlikely that participation in this study will be bad for you in any way.  
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no fee for participating in the study. You may incur a small transportation cost 
(e.g., gas mileage or train fare) if you choose to meet the co-Primary Investigator at a 
location other than your workplace. 
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
 We cannot promise any benefits to you or others from your taking part in this research. 
However, possible benefits include the opportunity to discuss issues that no one has 
asked you about previously. Your experiences may also serve as the basis for 
recommended practices that will help other lesbian and gay school administrators.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including research study 
records, interview recordings, or interview transcripts to people who have a need to 
review this information. We cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may 
inspect and copy your information include the IRB and other representatives of Drexel 
University. 
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As indicated earlier, all data, including audio recordings of interviews, electronic copies 
of interview transcripts, and researcher field notes, will be stored on an external hard 
drive to be kept in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s home. Only the researcher will 
have a key to the locked cabinet. Data will be stored for three years.  
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information, such as the name and city/state of your employer, confidential. 
17. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
The person in charge of the research study or the sponsor can remove you from the 
research study without your approval. Possible reasons for removal include: 
Not keeping scheduled appointments with the co-Primary Investigator and/or not 
communicating with the co-Primary Investigator in a manner that delays completion of 
the research. 
18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
Participants will be provided with a copy of each interview transcript and will be given 
the opportunity to make any needed corrections or clarifications. The researcher will also 
honor any participant requests to delete from the transcripts any remarks made during an 
interview that the participant may feel, in hindsight, she or he would rather not have 
included in the study. 
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC FORM FOR STUDY PARTICIPANTS 
 
 
 
Participant Identification Number: _____ 
1. What is your gender? __________ 
2. How old are you? __________ 
3. What is your race? __________ 
4. What is your religious affiliation? __________ 
5. What is your relationship status? __________ 
6. What is your current position with your employer? __________ 
7. How long have you held your current position? __________ 
8. Would you describe your school’s location as urban, suburban, rural, or 
something else?  
9. In what part of the country is your school located, for example Northeast, 
Midwest, South, etc.? 
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APPENDIX C: QUESTIONS FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 
 
 
 
Interview #1 
1. This is the first of three interviews. To begin, what would you like to share about 
your personal background? 
2. What would you like to share about your personal background? 
Additional prompts, if needed, may include: 
a. Please describe how and why you entered the education profession. 
b. Please describe your path to leadership. 
c. What does leadership mean to you? 
d. What parts of your job do you have/have you found most rewarding? Most 
challenging? 
Interview #2 
1. Do you have any thoughts or reflections about the first interview that you’d like to 
share?  
2. Here are the main things that I heard you say in the first interview (I will then 
describe). Did I get everything right? Is there anything you’d like to add or 
clarify? 
3. Now we will talk more specifically about your workplace and your experience 
there/here. Please tell me about your school/district/Intermediate Unit. 
Possible follow-up questions: 
a. Describe the climate in your workplace, as it relates to LG persons. 
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b. Are there any state, local, or organizational policies in place where you work 
that protect persons from discrimination based on sexual orientation? 
c. Does your school/district have any formal supports—such as a Gay/Straight 
Alliance (GSA) or employee support group—for lesbian and gay persons?  
d. How does the presence/absence of such groups affect you or others in your 
organization? 
4. Tell me about your experience of being an out lesbian/gay school leader in [name 
of setting].  
Possible follow-up questions: 
a. What does “out at work” mean or look like for you? 
b. What has helped you be out at work? 
c. How does being out at work impact you and [name of setting].  
d. What barriers or challenges have you faced as a result of being lesbian or gay? 
e. What do you feel are the benefits and/or drawbacks of being out at [name of 
setting]. 
f. What are some examples—positive or negative—of things that have happened 
in your workplace because of your being an out lesbian/gay leader? 
g. Do you feel that any personal factors, such as your gender, race, religion, or 
relationship status have had an impact on your being out at work? 
Interview #3 
1. Do you have any thoughts or reflections about the last two interviews that you’d 
like to share?  
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2. Here are the main things I heard you say in the last interview (I will then 
describe). Did I get everything right? Is there anything you’d like to add or 
clarify? 
3. We covered a lot of territory in the first two interviews. What else would you like 
to say about yourself, your workplace, or your experience of being a lesbian/gay 
school administrator? 
4. What thoughts or reflections do you have on this interview process? Has it had 
any impact on you personally or professionally? If so, please tell me about it. 
5. We are just about finished. Is there anything else you’d like to talk about that we 
haven’t already covered? 
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